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Abstract 

The landscape of higher education in Russia significantly changed during 2010s due 

to the implementation of the excellence initiative Project 5-100. The initiative was launched 

in order to increase the global competitiveness of a group of Russian universities. Previous 

research had reported a growth in indicators associated with the international dimension for 

the participants of Project 5-100, while little research had considered the perceptions of 

university staff and shown how universities experienced the process of rapid 

internationalization. 

The thesis investigates the impact of Project 5-100 on the evolution of the 

international positioning of Ural Federal University and three of its academic units. These 

were chosen on the basis of their performance during the first half of Project 5-100. The 

present work also uncovers how internationalization was repositioned during the excellence 

initiative with regard to rationales, research and educational strategies, and services by the 

end of the excellent initiative in 2020.  

The thesis constructs three case studies of respective academic units based on the 

thematic analysis of interviews with 53 study participants and the document analysis of 

Strategic Plans. The research is supported by the Rationales Prioritization Exercise (Lewis, 

2007; hereon RPE) and analysis of the context. The study adopts positioning theory (van 

Langenhove & Harré, 1999) as a theoretical lens where strategic documents and interviews 

with the study participants are considered as discourse. The definition of internationalization 

by de Wit et al. (2015) is used as a conceptual framework, where internationalization is 

understood as an intentional process that enhances the quality of education and research and 

involves all students and staff in order to contribute to society. 

The conclusions demonstrate that three academic units have chosen different 

strategies of internationalization within the same given context of Project 5-100, but their 
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international positioning evolved in a similar way due to the timeframe of the excellence 

initiative. The research illustrates that Ural Federal University has made a significant shift 

towards understanding internationalization as defined by de Wit et al. (2015) and it has 

repositioned it at university level. Indeed, internationalization in Ural Federal University 

went from a set of specific activities to an intentional process and an integral part of the 

academic life of the university. The research also shows that the academic units repositioned 

internationalization in a way which matched their unique features and chosen strategies. 
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Abstract 

Il panorama dell'istruzione superiore in Russia è cambiato in modo significativo nel corso 

degli anni 2010 grazie all'attuazione dell'iniziativa di eccellenza Progetto 5-100. L'iniziativa è 

stata lanciata per aumentare la competitività globale di un gruppo di università russe. In 

precedenza, alcuni studi avevano riportato una crescita degli indicatori associati alla 

dimensione internazionale per i partecipanti al Progetto 5-100, mentre in pochi avevano 

considerato le percezioni del personale universitario e mostrato come le università hanno 

vissuto il processo di rapida internazionalizzazione. 

La tesi indaga l'impatto del Progetto 5-100 sull'evoluzione del posizionamento 

internazionale dell'Università Federale degli Urali e di tre delle sue unità accademiche. 

Queste ultime sono state scelte sulla base della loro performance durante la prima fase del 

Progetto 5-100. Il presente lavoro evidenzia anche come l'internazionalizzazione sia stata 

riposizionata durante e in conclusione dell'iniziativa di eccellenza nel 2020 per quanto 

riguarda i criteri, le strategie di ricerca e didattica e i servizi.  

La tesi costruisce tre casi studio corrispondenti a tre rispettive unità accademiche sulla 

base dell'analisi tematica di interviste a 53 partecipanti allo studio e dell'analisi documentale 

dei piani strategici. La ricerca è supportata dal Rationales Prioritization Exercise (Lewis, 

2007; di seguito RPE) e dall'analisi del contesto. Lo studio adotta la teoria del 

posizionamento (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999) come prospettiva teorica, considerando i 

documenti strategici e le interviste con i partecipanti allo studio come cornice contestuale. La 

definizione di internazionalizzazione di de Wit et al. (2015) è stata utilizzata come quadro 

concettuale: l'internazionalizzazione è intesa come un processo intenzionale che migliora la 

qualità dell'istruzione e della ricerca e coinvolge tutti gli studenti e il personale al fine di 

contribuire alla società. 
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Le conclusioni dimostrano che le tre unità accademiche hanno scelto strategie diverse 

di internazionalizzazione all'interno dello stesso contesto dato dal Progetto 5-100, ma il loro 

posizionamento internazionale si è evoluto in modo simile proprio grazie all'iniziativa di 

eccellenza. La ricerca illustra che l'Università Federale degli Urali ha compiuto un 

cambiamento significativo verso la comprensione dell'internazionalizzazione così come 

definita da de Wit et al. (2015) e l'ha riposizionata a livello universitario. Infatti, 

l'internazionalizzazione nell'Università Federale degli Urali è passata dall’essere un insieme 

di attività specifiche a un processo intenzionale e parte integrante della vita accademica 

dell'università. La tesi dimostra inoltre che le unità accademiche hanno riposizionato 

l'internazionalizzazione in un modo da corrispondere alle loro caratteristiche uniche e 

strategie adottate. 
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1. Introduction 

1.1 Research Interest and Choice of Topic 

The advancement of the higher education sector and the increasing influence of world 

university rankings has prompted governments to develop specific tools in order to increase 

the competitiveness of their local universities. This has led to the creation of excellence 

initiatives across the world; these represent the instrument “designed to encourage 

outstanding research by providing large-scale, long-term funding to designated research units, 

with an emphasis on research of exceptional quality” (OECD, 2014, p. 20). Excellence 

initiatives, also defined as “significant government support to accelerate the development of 

world-class universities” (Salmi and Froumin, 2013, p. 31), are characterized by the 

allocation of funding on a competitive basis and by the temporary nature of the project 

(OECD, 2014). In 2013, the Russian Excellence Initiative Project 5-100 was launched with 

the aim of facilitating a group of Russian universities in gaining entrance into world 

university rankings. 

The global competitiveness of higher education institutions and requirements of world 

university rankings are closely connected to the phenomenon of internationalization. In an 

early definition proposed by Arum and Van de Water in 1992 (as cited in Knight, 2004, p. 9) 

internationalization was understood within the context of “the multiple activities, programs 

and services that fall within international studies, international educational exchange and 

technical cooperation”. In thirty years, the understanding of internationalization has shifted 

from a mere group of activities, mostly dedicated to student mobility and English-taught 

programs, into a dynamic and comprehensive concept (de Wit, 2013). De Wit, Hunter, 

Howard and Egron-Polak define internationalization as the intentional process which 

integrates “international, intercultural or global dimension into the purpose, functions and 

delivery of post-secondary education in order to enhance the quality of education and 
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research for all students and staff, and to make a meaningful contribution to society” (de Wit 

et al., 2015, p.29).  

It is this latter definition that I decided to adopt as a reference point for the purposes 

of this study. Internationalization became an intentional process for the studied university 

following its participation in the Russian excellence initiative and the ambition which drove it 

to develop its international and intercultural dimensions in order to enter the list of 

internationally recognized universities. The process of internationalization in UrFU, thus, 

went beyond the first definition by Arum and van der Water (1992, as cited in Knight, 2004) 

and moved towards the definition by de Wit et al (2015). I further describe how my 

professional background as an employee of UrFU, together with my interest in higher 

education internationalization, influenced my choice of research topic.  

I first familiarized both with the worlds of excellence initiatives and 

internationalization when I started serving as an administrator in an international laboratory 

of UrFU in 2014, one year after the launch of Project 5-100. The excellence initiative 

provided funding for 21 universities across the country, and then Ural Federal University, 

where I worked, also distributed funding between its academic and research units on a 

competitive basis. My colleagues and I were working in a research unit which had recently 

been created under the supervision of a team of international academics and soon became a 

recipient of 5-100 funding. The unit was created with the aim of boosting the production of 

internationally recognized research in the area of studies at the institution, as well as 

influencing the transformation of the research environment of the whole university academic 

unit. A year later, I became responsible for international affairs at an academic unit of the 

same institution and began to lead the transformation of various processes affecting the 

international dimension: services for international students and faculty members, recruitment 



14 

 
 

of overseas academics, partnership with foreign universities, organization of international 

events, development of bilingual campus and international marketing. 

Thus, for my team and I, the years of the excellence initiative were an immensely 

dynamic and exciting time. It was rather challenging as a great deal of commitment and 

strength to continue moving forward were required, despite the constant challenges, 

especially in the first years. In terms of research activities, one the one hand we pieced 

together the understanding of international recruitment and employment processes, and, on 

the other, effective ways of organizing the everyday life of an international team. We also 

encountered resistance from domestic academics who had to rapidly adjust to doing research 

with international colleagues and the publishing standards of internationally recognized 

journals. We had to address several questions as regards the educational side: how to assure 

the quality of our degree programs according to international standards, how to make our 

academic unit a desired international partner which would be attractive for international 

students, and how to build effective full cycle services from pre-arrival support to improving 

alumni engagement. Lastly, the most challenging task was to implement all the above 

simultaneously. In the present research, the study participants who took part in various types 

of activities, generously shared their experience and discussed their perception of 

internationalization during Project 5-100. 

At the beginning of Project 5-100, we had little experience in almost all aspects 

related to the international dimension, not only as an academic unit, but also as a university. 

We were persistently improving our knowledge and competences by learning best practices, 

communicating with colleagues and participating in international events. However, I wished 

to study the area of higher education internationalization more systematically as it fascinated 

me from a research perspective as well. Before joining the team at the university, I worked as 
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a research project manager in a think-tank, and my background in doing research together 

with my passion for the current professional area led me to my doctoral program. 

I attended the first CHEI (Centre for Higher Education Internationalization) seminar 

at Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore in Milan in 2016 already knowing the question to 

which I wanted to devote my research years. I saw that participation in Project 5-100 had 

become the most powerful driver in the entire history of Russian higher education for the 

internationalization of universities since it was “at the top of the project agenda” (Froumin & 

Lisyutkin, 2018, p.252). At the same time, I noticed that there were other drivers, such as 

international accreditations, which are crucially important for academic units in terms of 

transformations. I was also curious about the strategies that different universities were 

choosing. During a personal exchange with colleagues from other universities, I became 

convinced that even though the universities participated in Project 5-100 and shared the same 

goals, they chose rather different ways to develop their internationalization. Thus, I wondered 

about the reasons according to which 5-100 participating universities focused on 

internationalization, how their strategies differed, and whether rationales, strategies and 

services related to internationalization were different for various academic units belonging to 

a given university. I was particularly interested in studying my own institution: being 

employed at one of its academic units, I wished to learn more about internationalization at 

institutional level and the good practices of other academic units. 

I also discovered that most research on the impact of Project 5-100 focused on the 

comparative analysis of specific parameters of different universities. I saw a lack of case 

studies investigating the dynamics of universities during the implementation of the excellence 

initiative and how university employees and academic units were experiencing the 

development of the international dimension. Consequently, I decided to focus on my own 

university and three of its academic units by also including their employees’ opinions. Since 
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my research interest lay in the good practices of my own institution, the academic units were 

chosen as each one of them had already achieved the leading position in the university in one 

of the following themes: research output, number of international students and programs in 

English or international accreditations. Thus, the study illustrates which strategies the chosen 

academic units elaborated in order to achieve success in one of the listed areas, what 

rationales of internationalization were relevant for them and how they managed (or not) to 

build international services. Apart from describing three different stories of success within 

the same university and the given circumstances of the excellence initiative, the present 

research shows what unforeseen challenges the academic units and the institution had to face 

during the rapid internationalization under Project 5-100.  

Finally, one more aspect is worth mentioning which is strictly related to my research 

interest and the choice of topic. I was enrolled in the PhD program in 2017 and completed my 

studies in autumn 2021, several months before the beginning of the Russian invasion of 

Ukraine. When carrying out the present research, I was aware of how my study could benefit 

the further development of internationalization at UrFU and other regional universities in 

Russia. However, since the invasion has changed the context of internationalization of higher 

education in Russia, my research contribution has also changed and can be appreciated from 

two other perspectives. On the one hand, this thesis illustrates the path that a regional Russian 

university followed in order to develop its international dimension during Project 5-100. It 

provided a picture of internationalization at Ural Federal University and its three academic 

units shortly before 2022. However, the situation has changed and UrFU’s 

internationalization no longer fits this framework. It is hoped that in the future this work 

could again be applied to internationalization at UrFU and other regional universities. On the 

other hand, the findings of the research could be taken as reference by other countries 
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implementing excellence initiatives and by universities or academic units choosing similar 

strategies of internationalization. 

1.2 Research Design 

The research was designed on the basis of the case study approach which was applied 

to three academic units at UrFU. The method was chosen as the most appropriate way to 

provide complete answers to the research questions, since it allowed me to study in-depth a 

contemporary phenomenon in its authentic context: “case studies are defined as an empirical 

inquiry that investigates a contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life 

context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). I used the case study as a preferred method of inquiry as it 

allowed me to thoroughly explore the internationalization of the academic units in their 

everyday life context from different perspectives, which included, namely, rationales of 

internationalization, strategies, services and impact of Project 5-100. This methodology also 

allowed me to collect the key characteristics of the academic units, official data of their 

performance and the study participants’ opinions. Thus, case study research enabled me to 

combine different approaches in order to provide answers to the research questions. In this 

regard, four approaches were adopted: analysis of context of the university and each 

academic unit; document analysis of strategic documents; rationales prioritization and 

thematic analysis of interviews.  

As a result of the triangulation of methods, at least two approaches were applied to 

each research question. The analysis of context helped me obtain a deeper understanding of 

the data collected from the studied documents and interviews. In turn, document analysis was 

useful for the preparation of the interviews in the academic units and helped me to delve 

deeper into the context of each case study. Finally, the thematic analysis of interviews 

allowed me to further integrate the findings stemming from RPE due to the detailed 

clarification of study participants’ answers to the rationales questionnaire. 
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The choice of research methodology was also driven by my positionality: indeed, it 

was based on my ontological assumptions that the social world is “socially constructed, 

subjectively experienced and the result of human thought as expressed through language” 

(Sikes, 2004, p. 20). In my research, I considered the process of internationalization in the 

university during Project 5-100 as a story which was told by its employees and documents. 

From this perspective, interviews with UrFU representatives and institutional documents 

constructed the discourse of my study. In accordance with this social constructivism position, 

the collection of personal perceptions and subjective accounts became an integral part of the 

study in order to address the research questions. I also believe that the knowledge in the area 

of social studies and, particularly, in educational research, is rather experiential and 

subjective. Due to such an epistemological position, I included the accounts given by study 

participants into the scope of the research. Document analysis and study of context were then 

necessary to provide triangulation and decrease biases. 

Project 5-100 was aimed at improving the global competitiveness of universities 

which were motivated to rethink or define their global positioning. Froumin and Lisyutkin 

(2018, p. 251) wrote that universities were “strongly advised by the government to hire 

consultancy firms or higher education experts to help them correct their development plans”. 

UrFU did so and was regularly holding strategic sessions with experts. The idea that 

universities were reformulating their positions led me to the use of positioning theory as a 

framework for this study. 

According to van Langenhove and Harré (1999, p.1 7), positioning is understood as 

“the discursive construction of personal stories that makes a person’s actions intelligible and 

relatively determinate as social acts and within which the members of the conversation have 

specific locations”. Since the theory lends itself well to application at different levels of 

analysis, scholars have already applied it to the study of organizational change at micro, meso 
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and macro levels (Zelle, 2009). Another argument for the use of positioning theory was its 

powerful ability to illustrate the evolution of storylines and positions in dynamics that closely 

matched the study’s aim to investigate the internationalization of the university and academic 

units in a long-term perspective. 

Following on from this, the choice of research design aligned with my ontological 

social constructivism position and epistemological position which considers the knowledge in 

the area of social studies as rather experiential and subjective. The case study was used as a 

primary method for the research design, and each case was constructed by adopting four 

approaches: analysis of context, document analysis of strategic documents, RPE (Lewis, 

2007) and thematic analysis of interviews. The lens of positioning theory allowed me to 

construct the view on internationalization at Ural Federal University and its three academic 

units as it was perceived by the study participants and positioned in strategic documents. 

1.3 Structure of the Dissertation 

The Introduction is followed by Chapter Two which provides the review of the 

relevant literature and is divided into eight sections. The first section introduces the overview 

of the excellence initiatives and the role of rankings as a driver of their launch; it also outlines 

the criteria of the three leading world university rankings and describes the approaches to 

performance evaluation applied to excellence initiatives. The second section describes the 

context of the Russian excellence initiative and implementation of Project 5-100. The third 

section is dedicated to the phenomenon of internationalization and its rationales. In the fourth 

section I trace the experience of higher education internationalization in BRICS countries. 

The fifth section outlines the features of internationalization in business schools. The sixth 

section reviews the theoretical models for assessing internationalization and the existing 

practical approaches to its quality assurance. The seventh section illustrates the modes of 

internationalization for regional universities worldwide and specifically geographically large 



20 

 
 

countries. Finally, the eighth section formulates the research questions and the goal of this 

study. 

Chapter Three describes the institutional context in which the three case studies of 

academic units are found. Chapter Four presents the methodology and design of the current 

study that were developed in order to answer the research questions. It provides explanations 

as to why case studies were selected as the primary research method and how the research 

prioritization exercise, document analysis and thematic analysis of interviews helped to 

identify the uniqueness of each academic unit. It also shows why positioning theory was 

chosen as a research framework and how it was applied to the present study. 

Chapters Five, Six and Seven expound the respective case studies of three academic 

units: the Institute of Natural Sciences and Mathematics (hereon INSM), the Ural Institute of 

Humanities (hereon UrIH) and the Graduate School of Economics and Management (hereon 

GSEM). Each chapter describes the unique case of internationalization on the basis of key 

dimensions of this study: rationales, strategy and its implementation, and the impact of 

Project 5-100 on each individual academic unit as perceived by its members and reflected in 

documents. Chapter Eight summarizes the findings of the research and provides a 

comparative analysis of the three cases in response to the research questions, as well as 

putting forward a few recommendations for further development of UrFU and its academic 

units’ internationalization. The chapter also presents my experience in the application of 

positioning theory to studies of higher education, as well as further directions of research. 

Chapter Nine is a description of my personal journey and transformation during the doctoral 

program and the influence it has had on my professional life. 
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2. Literature Review 

As stated in the Introduction, this literature review chapter begins with an overview of 

the excellence initiatives and a description of the Russian excellence initiative, Project 5-100 

(sections 2.1, 2.2). This is followed by a theoretical account of the concept of higher 

education internationalization: a review of the evolution of internationalization definitions, 

the choice of a definition for the basis of the present study, and a description of the existing 

classifications of rationales for internationalization (section 2.3). Apart universities, the 

theoretical framework of the chapter can also be applied to the rationales of business schools 

(section 2.5) due to their historical pursuit of autonomy and the creation of their own brands 

within the university (Cannon, 2015). Furthermore, theoretical models and practical 

approaches to the assessment of the quality of internationalization (section 2.6) are critically 

analyzed in order to illustrate UrFU’s approach to assessing internationalization and 

conclusions are drawn based on its association with international good practices and their 

impact on UrFU’s strategy. The chapter also makes reference to the benchmarks for higher 

education internationalization in BRICS countries (section 2.4), as well as to 

internationalization of regional universities in several countries with large territories (section 

2.7). The chapter concludes with a description of the modes of internationalization across 

regional universities in the Russian context. Lastly, the formulation of the study aims and the 

key research questions are presented. 

2.1 Excellence Initiatives: Concept and Characteristics 

2.1.1 Concept and Reasons to Launch 

The development of the global higher education environment and tools for ranking 

universities has led state governments to increase the competitiveness of their local 

universities. This has resulted in the creation of excellence initiatives which represent the 

instrument “designed to encourage outstanding research by providing large-scale, long-term 
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funding to designated research units, with an emphasis on research of exceptional quality” 

(OECD, 2014, p. 20). This funding is characterized by the distribution of funds on a 

competitive basis and by the temporary nature of the project (OECD, 2014, pp. 42-43). 

Salmi and Froumin (2013, p. 31) defined excellence initiatives as “significant 

government support to accelerate the development of world-class universities”. Moreover, 

Pasternack (as cited in Kehm & Pasternack, 2008) conceptualized excellence initiatives in 

three ways:  

 

(a) as a catalytic funding program, i.e. to achieve critical mass for later unassisted 

development; (b) as a compact funding program, i.e. long-term additional funding for 

the winners under conditions of suspended competition for them or (c) as permanent 

competition for funding, i.e. a succession of calls for tenders in the most important 

category, the institutional development concepts, possibly with slightly changing 

focuses. (p. 125) 

 

In addition, Pasternack stated that “the Excellence Initiative cannot (yet) be cast as a 

paradigm shift but must be regarded rather as a component of an increasingly competitive 

culture in the field of higher education” (as cited in Kehm & Pasternack, 2008, p. 125). The 

rationales for launching such initiatives may vary from country to country, but initiatives are 

all generally created to increase the competitiveness of universities. Salmi (2016a, p. 17) 

noted that the first excellence initiatives were launched as part of a long-term national policy 

in order “to strengthen the contribution of tertiary education to economic development”. 

Recent ones have instead been spurred by global rankings.  

An example of a German excellence initiative shows that one of the key prerequisites 

for its establishment was a lack of mission differentiation (Fallon, 2008, p. 16). All 



23 

 
 

universities were considered mainly as peers as regards teaching and research and had 

roughly equivalent sales and working conditions. The aim was to develop a group of elite 

universities and overcome the underperformance of German universities in the world. A 

similar rationale prompted the Chinese excellence initiatives, Project 2011 and Project 985, 

which were established in order to provide China with a number of top-class universities at 

international level. An accelerator for establishing these initiatives was the 

underrepresentation of Chinese universities among commonly consulted rankings; however, 

improvement of ranking position was never the primary aim of these Chinese universities. 

Special attention was instead paid to improving teaching practices in order to reduce the gap 

between top universities, not only in the research field (Shen, 2018).  

In contrast, improving positions in global rankings became a driver for the Russian 

Excellence Initiative Project 5-100 in 2013. The project was created with the aim of including 

five Russian universities in the top one hundred higher educations in the world rankings by 

2020. Initially driven by quantitative goals, the vision of Project 5-100 developed over 

time and later came to include qualitative priorities which are detailed in section 2.2.1.  

Another key goal of excellence initiatives may be the assessment of the research level 

in the country or in selected institutions. Indeed, Phillips and Maes (2012, p. 8) wrote that, 

following the establishment of the German Excellence Initiative in 2005, the assessment of 

relevant quality performance indicators in the German higher education system became a 

priority. In the Russian case, since research indicators played a crucial role in achieving high 

positions in the world university rankings, an evaluation system of university research 

performance also became a substantial part of Project 5-100.  

In summary, governments commonly exploit excellence initiatives to modernize 

higher education systems. A common feature of such initiatives in different countries is the 

allocation of public funding for the accelerated development of higher education institutions. 
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At the same time, as Germany, China and Russia exemplified above, various countries adapt 

this tool to their needs: the development of the research level, teaching, self-determination of 

universities, and the increase in the recognition and competitiveness of universities around 

the world. 

Therefore, definitions of an excellence initiative vary significantly. While the OECD 

(2014) focuses on performance of outstanding research, other authors propose broader 

definitions according to which an excellence initiative performs as a booster of rapid 

university development. More flexible options of funding (temporary/long-term/permanent) 

in comparison with the first definition (temporary funding for research purposes) also allow 

us to include more government support programs within the scope of excellence initiatives. 

For the purposes of this study, a definition by Salmi and Froumin (2013, p. 31) was taken as a 

framework for the description of the Russian excellence initiative in section 2.2 Research 

Excellence Initiative in Russia: Project 5-100. 

2.1.2 Characteristics of Excellence Initiatives 

The majority of excellence initiatives focus more on research rather than teaching 

(Salmi, 2016b, p. 18); this implies that excellence initiatives are aimed at improving the 

global competitiveness of national higher education systems (Salmi, 2009) and the leading 

world rankings of universities (i.e., so called «Big Three»: Times Higher Education, 

Quacquarelli Symonds, Academic Ranking of World Universities) assign more weight to 

research indicators than educational ones (Altbach, 2012, p. 28). Indeed, according to the 

World Bank (2002, pp. 76, 182), investment in basic research and technology development in 

tertiary education reaps long-term benefits for economies, societies, and national innovation 

systems.  

Most excellence initiative strategies could be divided into three groups: creation of 

new institutions, mergers, and upgrading approaches (Salmi, 2009, pp. 39-48). OECD (2014) 
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described the key differences between Research Excellence Initiatives (hereon REI) across 

the world and provided an overview of potential questions arising from them: 

• REIs can be a permanent tool for the national funding system (as in the case of the 

Scandinavian countries or the US) or a measure to boost the system (Germany, 

Ireland, Korea, etc.). The answer to the question of which way is better remains 

unclear. (OECD, 2014, p. 35) 

• Despite excellence initiatives very often being temporary projects, they frequently 

foster the restructuring of universities (OECD, 2014, p. 33), including mergers and 

clusters (this occurred in the Russian universities and Project 5-100, see below). 

• The number of participants in different REIs can vary dramatically.  For example, 

the excellence initiative in South Korea supported 519 research units in 74 

universities (OECD, 2014, p. 36) and 85 centers in 37 universities in Germany 

(Pasternack, 2008, p. 20). On the other hand, in Denmark only four centers were 

selected for participation in the REI (Gläser & Weingart 2010, p. 245). This leads to 

a question on funding concentration, namely whether large amount of funds should 

be allocated to a small number of units or, conversely, whether more institutions 

should be supported with fewer resources (OECD, 2014, p. 36). 

• Some countries organize a REI with a broad research focus, while others support 

excellence initiatives with narrower directions. The report indicates that the 

effectiveness of each mode cannot be defined on the basis of data analysis, but rather 

it depends on each country’s research funding structure (OECD, 2014, p. 35). The 

authors of the report assume that some initiatives are primarily aimed at boosting the 

research system, while other REIs work towards more political issues. As far as the 

primary goal of Project 5-100 is concerned, this should be considered as an initiative 

addressing political targets. However, its subsequent draw more attention to the 
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transformation of education and research (see section 2.2 Research Excellence 

Initiative in Russia: Project 5-100). 

• REIs also differ by institutional or project funding system (OECD, 2014, p. 24-25). 

Researchers in some countries receive project funding from their excellence 

initiatives, e.g., in Korea (Seong et al., 2008, p. 202) or in Norway and Sweden 

(Aksnes et al., 2012, p. 46). In this way, funding is given to individual researchers, 

small teams or specific research centers that allow the initiative to control the 

concentration of resources and not make it excessive. This also helps to develop 

individual talents and stimulate more research in areas of national interest (OECD, 

2014, p. 37). At the same time, Altbach (2011, p. 25) has noted that a university, if it 

aims to be an internationally competitive institution, requires a sustainable and 

adequate budget. Salmi (2013, para. 7) also indicated that much time is needed for a 

university to reach the top of a global university ranking. In conclusion, the choice 

between two levels of an excellence initiative’s funding depends on its original goals 

and objectives. The experts agree that in order to achieve the goal of improving 

positions in global rankings sustainable and long-term funding is required. This 

leads to the choice of opting for institutional funding if the funds under the control 

of individual research groups does not match the necessary approach. 

Phillips and Maes (2012, p. 8) added that, in some cases, excellence initiatives could 

be “part of a major shake-up of education”. For instance, this happened in France when 

various institutions (universities with non-selective system, grandes écoles with highly 

selective process of student recruitment and independent institutions like CNRS) had to start 

working together in larger units within the excellence initiative in order to obtain the new 

hefty investment. Excellence initiatives have become a widespread tool for the achievement 

of breakthrough results in higher education during the last 20 years. Despite the existence of a 
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clear understanding of their nature, different initiatives, even within the same country, can be 

grouped under various lists of REIs.  

Since there is a significant number of options to operate excellence initiatives across 

the world, different experts qualify various national projects as excellence initiatives. Salmi 

provided a list of excellence initiatives (2009, pp. 86-90) that includes 27 programs in 12 

countries and two continents (Africa and Europe). According to this list, the USA is the 

leader by number of REIs which were established in the country – nine. China is in second 

position with three initiatives, while all other countries follow with one or two recently 

launched REIs. The OECD report (2014, pp. 44-45) contains another list of REIs according 

to financial allocation of funding cycles and research units which have obtained funding. It 

includes 28 REIs in 18 countries and the leaders by number of REIs are Germany (four), 

Norway (three) and Sweden (three).  

In conclusion, a diversity of options to implement excellence initiatives has been 

developed: short- and long-term programs with institutional and project funding schemes and 

various numbers of grant recipients have been put into effect across the world. A variety of 

excellence initiatives is generated by the different goals pursued by national governments. 

While some programs are driven by the improvement of research systems, others are 

primarily aimed at increasing the competitiveness of universities and achieving political 

ambitions. Hence, classifications of excellence initiatives by different authors include several 

different programs. 

Lastly, two common trends characterizing a range of excellence initiatives can be 

identified. First, with very few exceptions, excellence initiatives focus more on the 

development of research rather than the development teaching practices. Second, they are 

usually characterized by a temporary nature associated with a given project. To understand 

the origin of these trends, it is necessary to take into account the world university rankings, 
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which mark the positions of universities in the global field of higher education. The following 

section illustrates how rankings have significantly contributed to the emergence of excellence 

initiatives, as well as fueling the concern about constantly increasing universities’ 

competitiveness and focusing on research.  

2.1.3 Role of Rankings as a Driver of Internationalization and Excellence Initiatives 

University rankings exist since 1900 and were initially developed in order to serve as 

a guide for potential students and their families to choosing a higher education institution 

(Myers & Robe, 2009). The emergence of global academic rankings, the first of which was 

the Shanghai Academic Rankings of World Universities (ARWU) in 2003, has fundamentally 

changed their role in the academic world. Rankings have become an influential decision-

making tool for students, faculty, universities and national governments, and have also 

launched a new round of discussion about the international competitiveness and quality of 

higher education (Hazelkorn, 2015). 

Over time, the number of rankings has increased significantly. Almost 200 national 

rankings have been developed by state governments and government agencies, media 

companies and other institutions (Hazelkorn & Gibson, 2018). A smaller number of global 

rankings also emerged and three of them have become the most powerful and influential 

indicators: the aforementioned ARWU by ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (China), THE 

World University Ranking by Times Higher Education (the UK) and QS World University 

Rankings by Quacquarelli Symonds (the UK) (Hazelkorn & Gibson, 2018). Table 1 

illustrates the comparative characteristics of the three rankings. 
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Table 1 

World University Rankings Characteristics 

Characteristics Ranking 

QS THE ARWU 

Year of launch 2010 2010 2003 

Country  The UK The UK China 

Provider of analytics Quacquarelli 

Symonds 

Higher Education 

Magazine 

ShanghaiRanking 

Consultancy, earlier – 

Jiao Tong 

University 

Partner Elsevier The Guardian Clarivate Analytics 

Data source Thompson Reuters Thompson Reuters Thompson Reuters 

Month of issue June September August 

List of universities – 

2022 

1300 1600 1000 

Note. Adapted from (1) QS World University Rankings, by Quacquarelli Symonds (2022), 

https://www.topuniversities.com/university-rankings; (2) World University Rankings 2022, 

by Times Higher Education (2021b), https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-

university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats; (3) 

Academic Ranking of World Universities, by ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2021), 

https://www.shanghairanking.com/rankings/arwu/2021. In the public domain. 

 

The ARWU ranking was firstly published by Shanghai Jiao Tong University in 2003 

to mark the positions of Chinese universities in relation to leading universities across the 

world and as a response to the Chinese government’s initiative of establishing world-class 

universities. ARWU became a milestone in university rankings and its influence is now 

recognized worldwide (Hazelkorn et al., 2014, p.19). In contrast, QS and THE world 

rankings, which appeared seven years later than ARWU, initially had a significant 

commercial focus. As of 2022, all three ranking systems have evolved into global businesses 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
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that represent alliances between ranking agencies, publishing and big data (Hazelkorn & 

Mihut, 2022). 

The rankings have been most often criticized by the academic community for their 

methodological aspects and choice of indicators. The criteria for each of the three rankings 

and criticisms of their specific methodologies are discussed below. The section concludes 

with criticism of the ranking phenomenon as a whole. The detailed description of indicators 

from Tables 2-4 is in Appendix A. 

The QS offers world university ranking tables, as well as subject ranking lists, based 

on the peer review of a higher education institution’s reputation, faculty/student ratio, 

indicators of internationalization and citations (Table 2). The ranking methodology has been 

widely criticized due to its subjectivity, insufficient measurement of teaching commitment, 

imperfect system of citations’ count and variability of the considered rations of international 

students and faculty (Chadegani et al., 2013; Huang, 2012; Priem & Hemminger, 2010; 

Serenko et al., 2010). 

 

Table 2 

Indicators and Weights: The QS World University Rankings 

Indicators Weights (%) 

Academic Reputation based on expert opinions  40 

Employer Reputation based on employers’ responses  10 

Faculty/Student Ratio 20 

Citations per faculty  20 

International faculty ratio  5 

International student ratio  5 

Note. Adapted from QS World University Rankings methodology: Using rankings to start 

your university search, by Quacquarelli Symonds (2022), 
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https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology. In the public 

domain. 

 

Indicators of the THE ranking (Table 3) cover teaching and research aspects, citations 

(which are allocated separate points), international outlook and industry income. In a similar 

way to the QS, reputational surveys account for a significant part of the ranking formula – a 

total of 33% for both research and teaching surveys – and cause criticism of the subjectivity 

of the assessment (Holmes, 2015). The ranking has also been criticized for providing 

preferences to universities primarily adopting the English language, since papers in other 

languages are less cited in the considered databases, and for giving advantage to natural 

sciences over social studies (Bookstein et al., 2010; Pusser & Margison, 2013; Lim, 2018). 

Both QS and THE ranking use indicators of teaching staff-to-student ratio which, as recently 

noted by Zilvinskis et al. (2021), as well as Fassett and McCormick (2021), does not 

directly correlate with teaching quality. 

 

Table 3  

Indicators and Weights: The THE World University Ranking 

Criteria Indicators Weights (%) 

Teaching (30%) Reputation survey 15 

Staff-to-student ratio 4,5 

Doctorate-to-bachelor’s-ratio 2,25 

Doctorates-awarded-to-academic-staff-

ratio 

6 

Institutional income 2,25 

Research (30%) Reputation survey 18 

Research income 6 

Research productivity 6 

Citations (30%) Citations (research influence) 30 

 



32 

 
 

Table 3 (continued)  

International Outlook (7,5%) Proportion of international students 2,5 

Proportion of international staff 2,5 

International collaboration 2,5 

Industry Income (2,5%) Industry income (knowledge transfer) 2,5 

Note. Adapted from World University Rankings 2022: methodology, by Times Higher 

Education (2021a), https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/world-

university-rankings-2022-methodology. In the public domain. 

 

Finally, the ARWU ranking assesses quality of education and research via Nobel 

Laureates and Fields Medalists among alumni and faculty, as well as measuring highly cited 

research staff, papers published in Nature and Science journals and citations indexes. The 

ranking has been criticized for biased results due to only considering Nobel Prizes and Fields 

Medals as key indicators of alumni and faculty performance, as well as for overevaluating 

research indicators in its formula (Davis, 2016). 

 

Table 4  

Indicators and Weights: The ARWU by ShanghaiRanking Consultancy 

Criteria Indicators Weights (%) 

Quality of Education (10%) Alumni of an institution winning Nobel 

Prizes and Fields Medals 

10 

Quality of Faculty (40%) Staff of an institution winning Nobel 

Prizes and Fields Medals 

20 

Highly Cited Researchers 20 

Research Output (40%) Papers published in Nature and Science1 20 

Papers indexed in Science Citation Index-

Expanded and Social Science Citation 

Index 

20 

 
1 For institutions specialized in humanities and social sciences Nature and Science is not considered, 
and the weight of these two journals is relocated to other indicators (Academic Ranking of World 
Universities, 2020) 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
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Table 4 (continued) 

Per Capita Performance 

(10%) 
Per capita academic performance of an 

institution 

10 

Note. Adapted from Academic Ranking of World Universities Methodology 2020, by 

ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2020), 

https://www.shanghairanking.com/methodology/arwu/2020. In the public domain. 

 

The comparison of the three rankings (Table 5) shows that, despite the rankings using 

different formulas, a few common trends can be identified. First, all three focus more on 

research rather than teaching. The indicators considering the qualifications of the faculty also 

mostly imply a research focus (prestigious research awards or doctorate degrees of academic 

staff). Second, two out of three rankings strongly rely on peer reviewing. Third, diversified 

international composition of students and faculty, as well as developed international 

collaborations allow universities to gain positions in two rankings’ tables. 

 

Table 5 

Comparison of Indicators and Weights: QS, THE, ARWI Rankings 

  

Criteria Indicators Weights in ranking, % 

QS THE ARWU 

Alumni Alumni of an institution winning 

Nobel Prizes and Fields 

Medals 

‒ ‒ 10 

Faculty Faculty/Student Ratio, 

Doctorates-awarded-to-

academic-staff-ratio, Staff-to-

student ratio, Staff of an 

institution winning Nobel 

Prizes and Fields Medals, 

Highly Cited Researchers 

20 10,5 40 

Other aspects of 

education 

Doctorate-to-bachelor’s-ratio, 

Institutional income 

‒ 4,5 ‒ 
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Table 5 (continued) 

Note. Adapted from (1) QS World University Rankings methodology: Using rankings to start 

your university search, by Quacquarelli Symonds (2022), 

https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology. (2) World 

University Rankings 2022: methodology, by Times Higher Education (2021a), 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/world-university-rankings-

2022-methodology. (3) Academic Ranking of World Universities Methodology 2020, by 

ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2020), 

https://www.shanghairanking.com/methodology/arwu/2020. In the public domain. 

 

Apart from the criticism of specific features of the individual rankings, the existing 

ranking systems have become the subject of constant discussion and a growing general 

criticism. The methodological aspects remain the primary point of discussion; for example, 

the Expert Group on Assessment of University-Based Education, European Commission 

argued against ranking assessment systems which “compare whole universities on the basis 

Reputational 

surveys 

Academic Reputation based on 

expert opinions, Employer 

Reputation based on 

employers’ responses, 

Reputation survey in teaching 

and research 

50 33 ‒ 

Research output Citations per faculty, Research 

income, Research 

productivity, Citations 

(research influence), Papers 

published in Nature and 

Science, Papers indexed in 

Science Citation Index-

Expanded and Social Science 

Citation Index 

20 42 40 

International 

dimension 

International student and faculty 

ratio, international 

collaborations 

10 7,5 ‒ 

Other Industry income (knowledge 

transfer), Per Capita 

Performance 

 2,5 10 

https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
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of an aggregated score and which lack validation through expert peer assessment” (Expert 

Group on Assessment of University-Based Education, 2010, p.16). The Expert Group added 

that there was a lack of reliable data for comparisons, which is why rankings were not a valid 

tool to improve the quality of research conducted at European universities. Hazelkorn, Coates 

and McCormick (2018, p.4) wrote that the dissatisfaction of higher education institutions 

with global rankings has been caused by the immoderate estimation of a group of elite 

universities, as well as excessive value of research and peer review in their calculation 

methods. Salmi and Saroyan (2007) presented a comprehensive review of world and national 

university rankings where the characteristics of existing ranking systems are matched with 

the disadvantages of the ranking tables. As the authors note, firstly rankings “include a set of 

indicators or clusters of indicators as proxies of quality” (Salmi and Saroyan, 2007, p. 81); 

however, it is difficult to identify a common definition of quality which would be suitable for 

any institution (Salmi and Saroyan, 2007, p. 85).  

Secondly, league tables present a weighted score which is a result of a set of 

indicators. Nevertheless, there is little proof of the connection between the typical set of 

categories of performance indicators in rankings and quality (Brooks, 2005; Salmi & 

Saroyan, 2007, pp. 85-86).  

Thirdly, institutions are considered as the unit of comparison in international league 

tables (Salmi & Saroyan, 2007, p. 82). This leads to the comparison of several institutions 

which differ in terms of missions, sizes, and resources. Such a comparison was considered by 

the critics as inappropriate (Eccles, 2002) and socially careless (Hodges, 2002). Furthermore, 

it may lead to some more research-focused universities having more advantage over others 

and less research-intensive institutions having less chance to obtain high ranking scores 

(Brooks, 2005). A fourth element is the significant weight of peer review in generating 

rankings (Salmi & Saroyan, 2007, p. 82). This has caused a wave of criticism due to 
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subjectivity (Brooks, 2005), inaccuracy of the raters’ lack of familiarity with some programs 

(Brooks & Junn, 2002, as cited in Salmi & Saroyan, 2007, p. 83) and the halo effect (Cartter, 

1966; Diamond & Graham, 2000). The latter was first introduced by Thorndike (1920) and 

refers to a tendency when an overall positive impression of an object (i.e., a person or an 

organization) positively influences one's opinion. Such a cognitive bias leads to the fact that 

the reputation of well-known universities is often misunderstood as that of a high-quality 

institution, although the former concept is not equal to the latter: the rankings do not 

comprehensively assess quality while measuring the global positions of universities. 

Aside from the criticism of the rankings’ characteristics mentioned above, other 

disadvantages have also been noted. A number of studies have focused on how sets of 

indicators are chosen for ranking universities (Brooks, 2005; Dill & Soo, 2005). Usher and 

Savino (2006) considered the ranking indicators and concluded that “most indicators are 

probably epiphenomena of some underlying feature that is not being measured a hidden X 

factor, which might be the age of the institution, faculty size, per student expenditures” 

(Usher and Savino, 2006, pp. 32–33). Finally, the results as to whether the ranking tables 

seek to estimate the same construct are often conflicting (Salmi & Saroyan, 2007, p. 87). 

Sowter et al. (2017) have noted the paradox of rankings and features of each university:  

 

a university is a fundamentally complex construct, with a unique blend of assets and 

strengths which emerge through socio-historical, socio-economic and geo-political 

influences. […] The biography of an institution, and its destiny, thus unfolds through a 

series of factors which require comparison and measurement: the hallmarks of 

scientific method and historical enquiry. (p. 2) 
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It should be noted here that ranking agencies are constantly developing their proposed 

rankings. This is how subject rankings and rankings that compare universities of universal 

size, published by all the same market leaders, have emerged. These rankings allow more 

universities to gain visible positions in the ranking tables of the top three agencies (Sayed, 

2019). Namely, subject-specific rankings allowed several Russian universities to significantly 

improve their performance globally (Altbach, 2021). At the same time, although subject 

rankings were presented in response to a proposal from the academic community and drew 

the least criticism, they are less influential than the top three (QS, ARWU, THE) and national 

rankings, according to research by Hazelkorn et al. (2014, p.27).  

Another critical comment – the comparison of a small number of elite institutions in 

the ranking tables – was also addressed by each of the top three ranking producers. The QS 

World University Ranking initially included 500 institutions, and THE and ARWU provided 

data for 200 and 500 institutions respectively. Each of them has significantly widened the 

ranking list by 2022. 

Along with critical remarks regarding global rankings, the academic community notes 

the advantages of this tool, as well as the possibilities of its correct application. Downing 

(2017, p. xxiv) wrote that the ranking value depends on how it is used. The author stated that 

rankings are “undoubtedly bad” if they are used as “indicators of absolute global positioning 

in terms of the quality of any individual university”. But they are “undoubtedly good” when 

used “as consumer services for students and their parents” and as benchmarking tools for 

higher education institutions. 

Salmi and Saroyan (2007, pp. 89-90) also pointed out the advantages of university 

rankings: they can be effective in monitoring quality in countries with developed evaluation 

or accreditation mechanisms and can be useful to illustrate the improvements in retrospect. 

Subject rankings are also important since universities can occupy high positions in different 
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areas despite a different result in the overall ranking table. In addition, they can be used for 

strategic planning and as part of the institution’s quality assurance and for stimulating the 

national culture of quality. 

Finally, the impact of global rankings has been growing in parallel with the 

discussions on the arguments for and against this tool. Altbach (2012, pp. 27-28) claimed 

that, in spite of the limitations of using rankings and a number of problems associated with 

them, “rankings achieved a kind of iconic status”. In some parts of the world, global rankings 

have impacted most of the aspects of higher education institutions’ activity including 

mission, management, development of strategy, academic staff recruitment, and public 

relations (Hazelkorn, 2007; 2008).  

As regards excellence initiatives across the world, Salmi (2011, p. 324) related them 

with the will of some governments to promote elite higher education institutions in their 

countries with the obvious or explicit intention of improving the positions of universities in 

the global rankings. Bleiklie (2011, p. 21) noted that rankings are at the center stage of the 

universities’ transformations towards increasing their competitiveness and such a concept 

distinguishes between universities on the basis of a remarkable level of quality. Marginson 

and van der Wende (2009b, p. 25) explained this phenomenon with the fact that global 

university rankings increase the interest of governments in the competitiveness of their 

national higher education “comparative global performance of ‘their’ institutions, which 

becomes treated as a matter of significant national interest”. Yudkevich et al. (2016) 

compared the race for positions in the rankings with the Olympic games since national 

governments establish excellence initiatives or merge specific universities into giant 

institutions as a response to the requirements of the global rankings. 

The influence of the rankings on the internationalization of universities around the 

world has also been recognized as significant. De Wit (2017, pp. 25-26) considered rankings 
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as “the main drivers for institutional and national policies for internationalization” and “an 

enormous impact factor in the sector, in particular on national policies and institutional 

strategies for internationalization”. The author emphasized that international and regional 

rankings influence national excellence initiatives, among other factors. Their direct impact 

can be noticed in the international indicators of the rankings: number of international students 

and international academics, as well as number of internationally co-authored publications. 

The race for pursuing the listed indicators may lead to an increase in teaching in English-

speaking countries and non-English speaking ones, a focus on quantity instead of quality 

gained in competition for international students, unrealistic expectations, and dependence on 

inflows in the unpredictable market (de Wit, 2017, p. 26). Moreover, rankings indirectly 

influence both national and international policies of internationalization. In this case, the 

highest risk is “that quality and internationalization strategies are not defined by a 

university’s own context, mission, and vision, but by the rankings’ indicators” (de Wit, 2017, 

p. 26).  

In a more recent publication, Blanco, Rumbley and de Wit (2021) also emphasize the 

significance of rankings for students who choose to study at a university abroad and call the 

rankings “information filters” (p.143). Apart from full-time admission, this leads higher 

education institution to consider international student mobility “as a cornerstone of 

internationalization strategy and implementation” (p.143). Another implication is closely 

linked to international faculty members, who also consider the prestige of a university and its 

positions in rankings as one of the factors that influences their choice of academic employer. 

Marginson and Van der Wende also highlighted the link between rankings and 

internationalization; the authors perceived universities’ global rankings as “another cause and 

effect of the globalisation of higher education” (2009a, p. 122). At the same time, the impact 

of rankings and internationalization of higher education is bilateral: Hazelkorn (2011; as cited 
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in Hazelkorn, 2012, p. 342) noted that the globalization and internationalization of 

universities undeniably contribute to the appearance of the key global higher education 

rankings which are understood as the “international comparison of institutional performance 

and reputation”. As regards the influence of rankings, Hazelkorn also outlined that, due to the 

existence of many different rankings, “their results and impact should not be overly 

generalized” without taking the institutional and national context into consideration.   

To conclude, the appearance of global university rankings marked the beginning of a 

new stage in higher education. As of 2022, QS, THE, and ARWU are considered as the most 

impactful global rankings, and over time these agencies have also started issuing subject, 

thematic and regional-based ranking tables. Global rankings influence the choice of 

universities by potential students and employers for academic professionals, as well as 

institutional strategies of internationalization, research development and performance 

assessment. The will of national governments to improve the competitiveness of universities 

leads to specific national policies in higher education, which are commonly expressed with 

the emergence of excellence initiatives and/or large-scale transformations of universities, 

such as mergers of leading institutions. Criticism towards rankings is primarily based on 

some of the pitfalls of their methodologies, which do not take into account all factors shaping 

the competitiveness of a university. This leads to a widespread belief in the academic 

community that rankings should not be considered as the only performance indicator for a 

university as measurement of competitiveness is not equal to measurement of quality. At the 

same time, the use of rankings may be a reasonable signal for the market regarding the 

development of specific indicators, such as research performance, and may also show 

improvements in retrospect. Furthermore, it illustrates the importance of balancing 

performance in rankings with other quality assurance processes (de Wit, 2017). 

Understanding the role of rankings in establishing excellence initiatives, mergers of 
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universities and priorities of internationalization is important for further analysis of the 

impact of Project 5-100, which is driven by global rankings, on the international dimension of 

a regional Russian university. It serves as a key to analyzing rationales and strategies of 

internationalization in the studies institution. 

2.1.4 Performance Evaluation and Measuring Effectiveness of Excellence Initiatives 

The estimation of preliminary results of excellence initiatives is possible and 

necessary for several reasons. First of all, it helps verify whether an excellence initiative has 

been realized according to plan or it should be modified before the next stage of its 

implementation. Secondly, the practices of successful participants can be informative for 

others who aim to achieve higher results. Finally, it enables the measurement of unexpected 

effects of a REI and it makes it possible to establish whether other positive changes, apart 

from achieving KPIs, were implemented as a result of an excellence initiative.  

At the same time, measuring the effectiveness of existing REIs is not easy and can 

even be considered premature due to four factors. One reason is the long duration of 

excellence programs, most of which were established recently (Salmi, 2016b, p.17). Another 

problem is proving that the effectiveness of excellence schemes led to the achieved outcomes. 

Even if a statistical correlation between implemented excellence initiatives and achieved 

KPIs in a large sample of institutions could be found, an in-depth analysis is required in order 

to prove this association (Salmi, 2016b, pp. 17-18). Such an in-depth evaluation would allow 

us to grasp how the universities have implemented the positive changes and whether, namely, 

excellence initiatives provided universities with the rationales and resources for such 

changes. In addition, as shown in sections 2.1.1 and 2.1.2, excellence initiatives vary in terms 

of their rationales for launch and goals from boosting research capacity of national higher 

education to increasing its international positioning or developing teaching practices. 
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The last reason is the complexity of the assessment to which extent excellence 

initiatives treat all academic disciplines equally. Pruvot and Estermann (2015, p. 10) noted 

that the selection process of excellence initiatives favors certain academic fields, which are 

usually STEM disciplines, over others based on quantitative indicators or teamwork. In 

consideration of the importance of the research impact on global education rankings, one can 

suppose that more attention in terms of financial and administrative resources could be 

attributed to engineering and technical disciplines, since they bring the highest indicators for 

performance in the rankings. It may happens, for example, when a funding scheme is more 

focused on large equipment purchases rather than personnel costs (Hazelkorn et al., 2014, 

p.10).  

The need to evaluate the effectiveness of excellence initiatives and existing challenges 

has led to the development of various approaches to measuring the performance evaluation of 

excellence schemes. One way is to compare the achieved results with the initial KPIs, as is 

shown below in section 2.2.2 for Project 5-100. However, this approach does not address two 

questions: whether an excellence initiative may be considered as a successful one if initial 

performance indicators were not achieved and how to compare excellence initiatives with 

different goals. Thus, other ways to assess the performance of excellence schemes also have 

been considered by academics. All approaches can be divided into two groups: those 

providing assessment at supranational/national and those providing assessment at institutional 

levels.  

The former, applied at supranational and national levels, includes several common 

approaches. A general way is to compare the number of institutions that have obtained 

positions in global university rankings over a certain period of time. This method was 

proposed by Salmi and Froumin (2013, p.41) and allowed for the comparison of the progress 

of promoting universities in ARWU ranking between 2003 and 2012, both in countries that 
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implemented excellence initiatives and those that did not. The authors noticed that the fastest 

progress was made by China and Taiwan which had both invested significant financial 

resources into excellence initiatives. At the same time, several countries in the process of 

activating excellence initiatives showed a decrease in the number of their universities in the 

ranking. Salmi and Froumin (2013, pp. 42-43) came to the conclusion that a ranking is “a 

zero-sum game” and entrance of new universities automatically means elimination of other 

institutions from the ranking table. Commenting on this evaluation method, the authors noted 

“a weak evident base” (Salmi & Froumin, p.42). 

A more specific example of estimating excellence initiatives’ performance was 

proposed by Baker (2020), who compared performance indicators of higher education 

institutions from seven countries where excellence initiatives had been implemented, and 

namely on the following metrics that contribute to the rankings: citation impact on rankings, 

citation impact overall, international staff, productivity, research income. The results showed 

that, in most cases, institutions that had been part of excellence initiatives achieved higher 

indicator values than other universities in the top 800 of THE ranking. The author also 

commented that despite the Russian excellence initiative not achieving its initial goal to 

provide entrance into the top 100 positions of the ranking to five Russian universities (see 

section 2.2), participants of the excellence initiative naturally demonstrated a rise in 

indicators. This method is also commonly used at the national level only. For example, a 

group of Russian academics provided an analysis of quantity and quality of research 

publications by Project 5-100 participants at various stages of the excellence initiative 

(Matveeva et al., 2019; Matveeva et al., 2021), whose implications are discussed in section 

2.2.2. 

The latter approach in this group proposes to consider the recognition of the higher 

education system in each specific country as a whole and as the result of an excellence 
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initiative (Baker, 2020). The author notes that “even if members of excellence initiatives do 

not conspicuously outperform non-members or institutions from countries that lack such 

initiatives, it is arguable that this should not be taken as a failure of the initiative” (para. 20). 

In another publication, Fischer and Kampkoetter (2017) investigated the potential indirect 

effects of the German Excellence Initiative on university education. They found that the 

winning universities of the excellence initiative competition managed to significantly 

improve the number of undergraduate enrolments during three admission terms upon the 

competition. They also found that the label “excellence”, which a university obtained due to 

the REI, notably improved students’ rating of educational quality in the university. In the case 

of the Russian excellence initiative, Lovakov et al. (2021) analyzed whether Project 5-100 

promoted the development of Russian institutions and compared the performance of 

institutions in those regions where both participants and non-participants of the excellence 

initiative acted.  

The second group of approaches to evaluating the outcomes of excellence initiatives 

works at the institutional level. Pruvot & Estermann considered the impact of excellence 

initiatives across Europe on specific universities. Some examples included Friedrich-

Alexander University of Erlangen-Nuremberg in Germany, Aalto University in Finland, 

University Carlos III of Madrid in Spain, the University of Strasbourg in France and others. 

The authors underlined the comprehensive impact of excellence initiatives on strategic 

institutional profiling in the discussed universities, the restructuring under the excellence 

schemes, the added value of the development of interdisciplinary research and an increase in 

visibility, as well as the recruitment of high quality staff and improvement of recruitment 

practices.  

In the Russian context, Rudenko (2020) studied the influence of Project 5-100 on the 

publication activity of University of Tyumen and found that the university significantly 
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benefited from the excellence initiative. Its number of publications, especially in journals of 

the first and second quartile of Scopus and Web of Science databases, has been growing 

faster than in the control group of Russian universities that did not participate in the 

excellence program. Another example of evaluating the effect of Project 5-100 on the 

development of a Russian regional university, and, namely, Tomsk Polytechnic University, 

was considered by Rogov (2020) who illustrated the transformation of its organizational 

structure and increase of visibility.  

Finally, the sustainability of positive outcomes under excellence initiatives, both in 

terms of KPIs and quality, is also a subject of studies. Gawellek and Sunder (2016) enquired 

to what extent an excellence initiative provides the necessary instruments for universities to 

build sustainable efficiency and continue to grow in productivity after the end of such 

programs. Gawellek and Sunder (2016) measured productivity and efficiency for three groups 

of universities. They involved participants of the German Excellence Initiative ExIn program, 

participants who applied but did not win, and participants who did not apply at all. The 

analysis included both input variables (number of professors and basic funding) and output 

variables (number of students, third-party funding by the German Research Foundation and 

other sources). The authors came to the conclusion that, during the first period of the 

excellence initiative, the winners lost some productivity and efficiency because the proposals 

for ExIn had been developed jointly by researchers of different disciplines who were not 

particularly inclined to carry out interdisciplinary research in newly-formed groups 

(Gawellek & Sunder, 2016, p. 17-19). The drafting of the application also took much time 

and resources, and therefore, the applications obtained fewer regular grants from the German 

Research Foundation during that period. Several years after the program was started, the 

efficiency of these universities increased; nevertheless, the authors concluded that “the 
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program may not help the winners to be more efficient in the future once funding from the 

program comes to an end” (Gawellek & Sunder, 2016, p. 18). 

This section focused on the existing approaches to performance evaluation of 

excellence initiatives. Measuring the effectiveness of excellence schemes is meaningful for 

its participants as it helps to correct the next stages of such initiatives and other programs in 

order to further develop them in consideration of existing practices. It was also shown that 

various reasons make such measurements challenging and cause a diversity of approaches to 

the evaluation of the performance of excellence initiatives. The approaches were reviewed at 

supranational level for the comparison of the results of various excellence initiatives, at 

national level for the estimation of the performance of different participants, and at 

institutional level for a specific university. The section illustrated that, although performance 

evaluation may vary depending on the initial goal of an excellence scheme, it should not be 

constrained by the extent to which the results match the initial goals of the institution, but it 

should be assessed by considering a series of outcomes which we outlined above. 

2.2 Research Excellence Initiative in Russia: Project 5-100 

2.2.1 Prerequisites and Characteristics  

Initially, Project 5-100 was aimed at entering five Russian universities into the top 

100 universities in the leading world rankings of higher education institutions (THE, QS, 

ARWU). Additionally, two other initial goals focused on the internationalization of education 

(i.e., achieve at least 15% of international students in each university’s student population and 

at least 10% of international faculty members). However, during the implementation process 

of Project 5-100, the aim of the initiative was reformulated: “The goal of Project 5-100 is to 

maximize the competitive position of a group of leading Russian universities in the global 

research and education market” (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Russian 

Federation, 2020).  
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The secondary goals were also shifted towards the more qualitative aspects of 

excellence. Among others, they included the following: 

 

• […] creating long-term competitive advantages for the universities; 

• Internationalization in all spheres, development of infrastructure to recruit the 

best scientists, faculty, managers and students; 

• Creation of world-class intellectual products; 

• Development of an outstanding academic reputation by conducting 

breakthrough research and recruiting the world’s leading scientists; (Ministry 

of Science and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 2020). 

 

The prerequisites for establishing the Russian excellence initiative have been analyzed 

by several scholars (Alekseev, 2014; Froumin & Povalko, 2014; Salmi & Froumin, 2013). 

The studies describe the steps preceding Project 5-100 in Russia, and, namely, the creation of 

national research universities, the establishment of federal universities, as well as the 

development of international laboratories within Project 220. 

By its nature, the Russian Excellence Initiative was implemented via the approach of 

merging universities. As mentioned above, a number of higher education institutions were 

merged into federal universities before the start of Project 5-100 (Froumin & Povalko, 2014, 

p. 8). Later, several 5-100 universities, which did not have the federal status, were also 

merged in order to participate in the excellence initiative (i.e., Peter the Great St. Petersburg 

Polytechnic University, Lobachevsky State University of Nizhny Novgorod). Project 5-100 

can be identified according to the following characteristics identified by OECD (2014): 

• 5-100 was conceived as a temporary project, but for several years there have been 

discussions regarding the extension of the project after 2020 (Ministry of Science 
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and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 2020). However, the program was 

terminated in 2020 according to the initial plan. This was followed by a support 

program for Russian universities, Priority 2030, which was announced and launched 

in 2021 (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 

2021). 

• In terms of number of participants (21 universities) and amount of funding (total: 

1.672,1 million USD in 2013-2020; Neverov & Kliucharev, 2018, p. 106), Project 5-

100 is a medium-sized initiative. 

• At national level, research priorities were not particularly strong, but each 

participating university could choose its own priorities. Thus, Project 5-100 covered 

a broad research focus. 

• Funding was institutional, each university decided on projects it would develop with 

the support of the 5-100 funding. Governance of Project 5-100 was provided by the 

Council on Competitiveness Enhancement of Leading Russian Universities among 

Global Research and Education Centers (hereon – Council), created on the basis of a 

resolution by the Russian Government. The Council was chaired by the Deputy 

Prime Minister of the Russian Federation Tatyana Golikova and included Russian 

and international academics, public officials, experts in the field and scholars.  

• The strategy of higher education internationalization in Russia has been 

implemented in line with the developing excellence of Russian universities. 

Smolentseva (2015, p. 411) specified the relevant performance indicators that 

included both dimensions of research and education internationalization of Russian 

institutions: the number of international students, number of students and faculty 

members with studying or working abroad experience, international R&D projects, 

indicators of publications and citations. 
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The project was recognized as an excellence initiative internationally and included 

into the recent studies on excellence initiatives around the world. Thus, Hazelkorn (2016) 

included Project 5-100 in the statistics of number and geography of excellence initiatives and 

their impact on the positions of universities in global rankings.  

In summary, Project 5-100 was launched after several government support initiatives 

dedicated to small groups of universities mainly located in Moscow and St. Petersburg, since 

the Russian leadership realized that a new initiative was required in order to boost the 

development and international recognition of universities across the country, including 

regional ones. The launch of Project 5-100 was accompanied by university mergers both in 

the capital and other regions. The project was characterized by the wide research and 

educational focus of the selected universities, the moderate number of participants, and 

institutional funding. Governance of the project was implemented by the advisory body – the 

Council, and the project was recognized as an excellence initiative by international experts. 

2.2.2 Implementation and Results of Project 5-100  

The review of the literature on the results of Project 5-100 in this section is provided 

in consideration of the existing methods of performance evaluation of excellence initiatives 

described in section 2.1.4. Below is a description of the endeavors made to evaluate the 

effects of Project 5-100 on its evolution since these approaches shifted in line with the 

initiative’s goals (as indicated in section 2.2.1). 

The very first steps of the participation of 5-100 universities in the excellence 

initiative were summarized in a number of Russian authors’ publications in 2014, a year after 

the beginning of the project. Sterligov (2014) analyzed the progress of research publications 

since the launch of the initiative. Taradina (2014) wrote about the indicators’ levels of 5-100 

universities in 2013 and their 2020 targets. The author concluded (Taradina, 2014, p. 17) that 

the strategies of the participating universities could be divided into two groups: the 
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universities which were planning to further develop their strengths and the ones which 

changed their primary focus after entering the project. Some cases of universities entering the 

excellence program were described, for example, by Sandler (2014) as regards UrFU and by 

Galazhinsky and Prozumentova (2014) for Tomsk State University. Several studies attempted 

to assess the preliminary results of Project 5-100: researchers estimated the excellence 

initiative via formal indicators (Donetskaya, 2014; He, 2020). Researchers also suggested 

additional ways of measuring 5-100 effects, i.e., through alumni employment (Gurtov et al., 

2013). 

However, over time it became clear that the original goals of the project could not be 

achieved. In addition to the original formulation of the goals, the reason for this was the high 

volatility of the Russian ruble exchange rate to USD and EURO and the fact that the funding 

of the project in the international equivalent became quite similar to several previous 

initiatives in Russian higher education, despite an initial plan to exceed them (Kliucharev & 

Neverov, 2018, p. 106). Thus, the estimation of the project results moved from the 

identification of how the initial goals were matched to finding out which significant 

improvements were brought by the excellence initiative to its participants, as indicated by 

Altbach (2021, para. 13) and Quinn (2019, para. 14). 

Most of the subsequent studies on Project 5-100 results are related to the evaluation of 

publication activity, which is a parameter that is understandable and convenient for 

measurement. Poldin et al. (2017) estimated the effect of Project 5-100 on publication 

productivity of 14 participants of the initiative compared to 13 other Russian higher 

education institutions from the control group based on funding data, number of publications 

indexed in the Web of Science database, and number of employees. The research illustrated 

that the dynamics of the aggregate number of publications for 14 participating universities 

was 12.2% higher in 2014 and 26.6% higher in 2015 than the same amount for the control 
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group universities. The number of publications after launching the project also significantly 

increased for 5-100 universities compared to the expected amount in case they had not 

participated in the excellence initiative. Furthermore, a number of papers per person and 

quality of publications increased (Poldin et al., 2017, p. 30).  

The authors of the paper were concerned that such a rapid growth in qualitative and 

quantitative indicators after only a couple of years since the initiative had started may not 

only be due to the implementation of Project 5-100, but might be a consequence of previous 

funding and several initiatives launched before the current excellence program. However, 

recent research proved the high growth in number of publications and papers with high 

impact indexes. Matveeva et al. (2021) and Rudenko (2020) showed, at national level and at 

regional level respectively, that the number of publications in general and publications in 

high ranked journals in Q1 and Q2 were growing faster in Tyumen State University than in 

31 other universities since the beginning of Project 5-100. 

Matveeva et al. (2021) also illustrated that participation in Project 5-100 increased the 

number of co-authored publications with both Russian and international academics in 2012-

2016. Comparing the Russian case with the German Excellence Initiative performance (see 

section 2.1.4), the more dynamic start of the excellence scheme could be explained, first, by a 

low base effect, and second, by the existence of financial motivation for individual academics 

to increase research productivity since Project 5-100 not only provided funding for academic 

units and research centers, but for individuals too.  

Both Russian and international academics agree that Project 5-100 allowed a group of 

universities to raise their among other Russian universities. Baker (2018, para. 9) showed that 

the research productivity of Project 5-100 universities is much higher than the average results 

of world-ranked Russian universities. The numbers of international students and staff, as well 
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as international collaborations are significantly higher in 5-100 universities than in other 

Russian participants of the THE ranking.  

Another strand of the discussion on Project 5-100 results developed at the final stage 

of the initiative and is connected to its effect on the whole system of Russian higher 

education. Kliucharev and Neverov (2018) suggested considering the level of influence of the 

project on the higher education system in Russia as a whole as one of the most important 

outcomes of the initiative, along with achieving the initial KPI and measuring the efficiency 

of project participants. A recent publication by Lovakov et al. (2020) showed that the 

development of 5-100 universities positively impacted the neighboring environment through 

the media attention and increased visibility to their cities and regions, as well as co-authored 

publications with other universities that were also indicated by Matveeva et al. (2021). 

Following on from this, performance evaluation of Project 5-100 has been gradually 

developed. It started a year after the Project’s launch with the preliminary estimation of 5-100 

universities’ progress in accordance with the initial targets of the excellence scheme both at 

institutional and national levels. Then, after the modification of the initial goals in the middle 

of the project, it shifted mostly to measuring various aspects of publication activity, as well as 

formal indicators of student and faculty body internationalization, and illustrating that, 

despite not achieving the initial goals, the effects of the Project for the participating 

universities are substantial. It finally turned towards the discussion on the impact of the 

excellence initiative on the whole national higher education system, especially visibility and 

publications of other Russian institutions.  

2.2.3 Internationalization of Project 5-100 Universities 

While the goal of excellence initiatives is “raising the competitiveness of the national 

science system” (Wespel et al., 2013, p. 13), internationalization strategies are one of the key 

ways to accelerate this process (Salmi, 2009, p. 60). Usually, the main goal of 
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internationalization within REI is to attract the best international students, scholars, and 

research partners. 

Despite the fact that the close link between the realization of the excellence initiative 

and the internationalization of universities exists, little research has been dedicated to this 

aspect of Project 5-100. The question as to which extent excellence initiatives in different 

countries have an impact on internationalization of universities does not yet have clear 

answers. Project 5-100 became an accelerator for the development of the international 

dimension of Russian universities not only because of funding, but also due to the positioning 

of internationalization as a required condition for university development and to the 

stimulating competition between Russian universities.  

A preliminary estimation of Russian universities internationalization as a consequence 

of Project 5-100 was taken into consideration by Stukalova et al. (2015). The authors divided 

internationalization indices into six groups in order to rank Russian top universities 

(Stukalova et al., 2015, pp. 282-283) which included (1) the ratio of international students at 

undergraduate and master programs to the total number of students, (2) outgoing exchange 

students to the total number of full-time students, (3) international faculty members to the 

total number of academics, (4) the ratio of international postgraduate students to the total 

number of students at postgraduate programs, (5) amount of international R&D funding, and 

(6) amount of international funding for educational activity. As a result, the authors issued 

their own ranking of the level of universities’ internationalization at the beginning of Project 

5-100. Ural Federal University occupied the 8th position in the ranking out of 10 institutions. 

The authors considered only those universities that appeared in the QS 2014 World 

University Ranking and, thus, all 10 universities in the ranking were 5-100 participants. 

However, due to the criteria according to which ranking participants were chosen, not every 

5-100 university was included in the scope of the research.  
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The elements attracting international students to Russian universities as a result of 

Project 5-100 are described by Rodionov et al. (2016). The authors considered the importance 

of an international mix of students for improving the positions of universities in rankings and 

they analyzed the geography of the home countries of the international students studying in 

Russia. They showed that by the beginning of Project 5-100 in the 2012/2013 academic year, 

77% of international students came from Georgia and the CIS and Baltic countries. The 

authors explained this figure with the fact that there was no language barrier for the students 

from the listed territories and noted the importance of further developing the relations with 

these countries. I agree with the author as regards the importance of strengthening the 

existing cooperation and admissions of international students to Russian-taught programs. At 

the same time, from the perspective of the past years of Project 5-100, the creation of 

English-taught degree programs and admissions of students from various parts of the world 

are a crucial driver for the internationalization of Russian universities. 

The regional aspect of the development of internationalization under Project 5-100 

has been considered for the first time by Uzhegova (2018) in a study which focused on 

Siberian universities only. Uzhegova noted that, despite the existence of a clear agenda for 

internationalization among the selected Russian universities, these reforms did not affect 

different regions of the country equally. Historically, investments in higher education were 

mainly concentrated in Moscow and St. Petersburg. Therefore, nowadays state support in 

internationalizing universities is essential for regional Russian universities (Uzhegova, 2018, 

pp. 62-65). The study only focused on regional aspirations for 5-100 universities in Siberia, 

but one could argue that other regional participants of the excellence initiatives have also 

been struggling to overcome the regional challenges of internationalization in Russia. 

Smolentseva (2015, p. 411) noticed that strategies of higher education 

internationalization in Russia have been implemented in line with the developing excellence 
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of Russian universities. The author identified relevant performance indicators that include 

both dimensions of research and education internationalization of Russian institutions: 

number of international students, number of students and faculty members with studying or 

working abroad experience, international R&D projects, indicators of publications and 

citations. 

After several government support initiatives dedicated to small groups of universities 

mainly located in Moscow and St. Petersburg, the Russian leadership realized that a new 

project was required in order to boost the development and international recognition of 

universities across the country, and thus the Russian excellence initiative Project 5-100 was 

launched. Despite the emergence of some initial research on Russian universities’ 

internationalization as a result of Project 5-100, questions on the international positioning of 

universities and the impact of the excellence initiative on academics and staff perception of 

the growing level of internationalization still provide ample ground for further research. The 

main reason for this is the fact that little time has passed since the termination of Project 5-

100.  

Meanwhile, earlier studies have shown that the Russian excellence initiative indeed 

became a driver for the growth of internationalization in the selected group of universities. 

This is a significant element for regional universities in Russia since historically they have 

had fewer motives to develop an international dimension. Uzhegova (2019, p.152) noted that 

most of the 5-100 participating universities located in Siberia and the Far East are located in 

the former so-called “closed cities” that used to have government entry permission due to 

their physical proximity to nuclear, research or military facilities. In addition, most regional 

universities across the country were initially established in order to provide these regions 

with the necessary competences. For example, Ural Federal University was created “with the 
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need to combine the scientific and industrial potentials of the region” after World War I (Ural 

Federal University, 2021b). 

For the purposes of this study and in order to discuss the phenomenon of 

internationalization of Russian regional universities, it is necessary to define the term 

internationalization. Furthermore, evidence from other countries which have implemented 

excellence initiatives for longer periods than the Russian project must also be taken into 

account.   

2.3 The Phenomenon of Internationalization  

2.3.1. Definition of Internationalization 

This section describes the appearance and evolution of the definition of 

internationalization and related concepts. Studies on the international dimension of higher 

education have existed long before the appearance of the concept of internationalization, but 

this section covers the studies from the emergence of the first definitions of 

internationalization in the 1980s which were aimed at promoting international studies, 

exchange programs and technical assistance (Klasek, 1992). As Knight noted (2012, p. 27), 

internationalization has become “one of the most critical factors shaping higher education in 

the last three decades”. The present section examines how the definition of 

internationalization evolved over the past thirty years from its early understanding to the 

present interpretation. Next, it distinguishes the related concepts of Internationalization at 

Home, Internationalization Abroad, Internationalization of the Curriculum and 

comprehensive internationalization. Finally, it focuses on the definition that was taken as the 

basis for the present study.   

The early interpretation of internationalization presented it as a general concept for 

describing any kind of international activities in higher education and was mostly related to 

the academic mobility of students or an internationally focused curriculum. Thus, the 
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definition suggested by Arum and Van de Water in 1992 (as cited in Knight, 2004, p. 

9) described internationalization within the context of “the multiple activities, programs and 

services that fall within international studies, international educational exchange and 

technical cooperation”. Later, the definition was broadened by Knight (1994, p. 7) who 

described internationalization as “the process of integrating an international and intercultural 

dimension into the teaching, research and service functions of the institutions”. 

Van der Wende (1997, p. 19) reformulated internationalization as an institutional 

response to the external environment: “any systematic, sustained effort aimed at making 

higher education (more) responsive to the requirements and challenges related to the 

globalization of societies, economy and labor market”. Thus, the early understanding of 

internationalization included specific actors, rationales, strategies and outcomes (Knight, 

2012, p. 29) which deprived the definitions of the universal application. Debates on the 

regional characteristics of internationalization and its western or eastern construct (Odin & 

Mancias, 2004) led to the search for a definition which would be free of motivations, 

benefits, types of activities and results and would be applicable to the range of nations, 

individuals, institutions, and regions (Knight, 2012, p. 29). A widely used definition was 

proposed by Knight (2003, p. 2): “the process of integrating an international, intercultural or 

global dimension into the purpose, functions or delivery of higher education”. In discussing 

her revised definition, Knight (2004; 2012) emphasized the understanding of 

internationalization as a process rather than a set of activities and its intentionally neutral 

nature. 

The mobility component was reconsidered as an integral part of the internationalized 

curriculum which has made internationalization less elitist and more inclusive (de Wit et al., 

2015, p. 283). As a result of the Delphi study, in 2015 Knight’s definition of 

internationalization was reviewed by de Wit, Hunter, Howard and Egron-Polak and came to 
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reflect the systematic and strategic approach to internationalization, as well as the social 

responsibility which it entails (my emphasis): 

 

the intentional process of integrating an international, intercultural or global 

dimension into the purpose, functions and delivery of post-secondary education in 

order to enhance the quality of education and research for all students and staff, 

and to make a meaningful contribution to society. (de Wit et al., 2015, p.29) 

 

As established above, the understanding of the internationalization of post-secondary 

education has evolved from a set of random activities, mostly focused on student mobility 

and studies in English, into a dynamic comprehensive concept (de Wit, 2013, p.6). It has 

become strategic and proactive, and its scope and content have changed respectively. This 

section also considers the related concepts that stemmed from the context of 

internationalization of higher education. 

Apart from the traditional focus on mobility, there is now growing emphasis on 

curriculum issues and activities at home, such as teaching and learning (de Wit, 2013). The 

terms internationalization at home and internationalization of the curriculum are widely used 

across the literature and represent overlapping concepts that differ in their focus. The concept 

of internationalization at home appeared in the European context in response to the fact that 

only a small number of students had been participating in mobility programs such as the 

Erasmus scheme and there was the need to integrate the international dimension into 

activities for non-mobile students (Crowther et al., 2000; Wächter, 2003). The term 

internationalization at home was firstly defined by Wächter in Crowther et al. (2000, p. 6) as 

“any internationally related activity with the exception of outbound students and staff 

mobility”.  
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The definition of internationalization of the curriculum was instead introduced by 

Nilsson as “a curriculum which gives international and intercultural knowledge and abilities, 

aimed at preparing students for performing (professionally, socially, emotionally) in an 

international and multicultural context” (as cited in Crowther, et al., 2000). Thus, the 

internationalization of the curriculum concept focuses on providing international and 

intercultural knowledge and skills for all students on campus rather than implementing 

mobility programs, while internationalization at home aims at considering 

internationalization beyond mobility. 

Knight (2008, pp. 22-24) outlined the key features of internationalization abroad (all 

forms of education abroad and mobility of students, faculty, courses and programs, 

curriculum, and other projects) and at home (activities that allow students to deepen 

international understanding and cross-cultural capability). The author also identified some 

factors related to internationalization at home: the international or cross-cultural dimension of 

the curriculum, cooperation in the field of research, and study of foreign language.  

Beelen and Leask (2011, p. 5) indicated that internationalization at home is not a goal 

itself, but it can help develop the intercultural and international competences of students 

through a number of tools and activities. Internationalization at home is context-specific in 

relation to a discipline and an educational program (Beelen and Jones, 2015). Although it can 

greatly benefit from it, the presence of international students in a classroom is not obligatory 

for internationalization at home to occur. The new definition was proposed by Beelen and 

Jones (2015, p. 69) who clarified that internationalization at home is “the purposeful 

integration of international and intercultural dimensions into the formal and informal 

curriculum for all students in domestic learning environments”. 

As regards internationalization at home in practice, Jones and Reiffenrath (2018, para. 

5-14) listed ten key features: from offering global perspectives for students within their study 
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program – regardless of whether they spend time abroad – to fostering purposeful 

engagement with international students. The authors also stressed that internationalization at 

home should cover various activities across the campus with a special focus on diverse 

community interactions and not be considered as the next best alternative for non-mobile 

students (Jones & Reiffenrath, 2018, para. 5). 

Meanwhile, internationalization of the curriculum represents a comprehensive 

phenomenon which was defined by Leask (2015, p. 9) as “the process of incorporating 

international, intercultural and global dimensions into the content of the curriculum as well as 

the learning outcomes, assessment tasks, teaching methods and support services of a program 

of study”. Leask noted the importance of distinguishing between the process of 

internationalization of the curriculum, which includes day-to-day work of academic teams, 

and its product which is the internationalized curriculum. Despite the fact that 

internationalization at home and internationalization of the curriculum are interfacing and 

overlapping concepts, they are not entirely similar. Internationalization at home originated 

from the elimination of outgoing mobility, while internationalization of the curriculum 

includes both at home and abroad dimensions into its scope. In addition, internationalization 

of the curriculum addresses the informal aspects of the curriculum, while internationalization 

at home draws greater attention to internationalized activities on campus. 

Both concepts of internationalization focus on the international dimension of the 

curriculum, while another view of comprehensive internationalization aims at defining the 

well-rounded process of internationalization. ACE defined comprehensive 

internationalization as “a strategic, coordinated framework that integrates policies, programs, 

initiatives, and individuals to make colleges and universities more globally oriented and 

internationally connected” (American Council on Education). 
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The term comprehensive internationalization became widely used when the American 

Council of Education titled several of its publications with an indication of this concept 

(Engberg & Green, 2002; Olson et al., 2005). Then, NAFSA further created the Senator Paul 

Simon Award for Comprehensive Internationalization in 2003 and the term was further 

publicized. In 2011, Hudzik described comprehensive internationalization as applied to 

higher education institutions and this became the commonly used definition of the concept 

(Hudzik, 2011):  

 

Commitment confirmed through action to infuse international and comparative 

perspectives throughout the teaching, research and service missions of higher 

education. It shapes institutional ethos and values and touches the entire higher 

education enterprise… It is an institutional imperative mot just a desirable 

possibility… [It] not only impacts all of campus life but the institution’s external 

frames of reference, partnerships and relations. (p. 6) 

 

In 2012, a NAFSA publication by Hudzik and McCarthy (2012) added to this 

definition by claiming that comprehensive internationalization is “a means to advance the 

core learning, discovery and engagement objectives of higher education in a twenty-first 

century context” (as cited in Hudzik, 2015, p. 18). 

As regards the concept of internationalization at home, Hénard et al. outlined that 

internationalization at home “consists of incorporating intercultural and international 

dimensions into the curriculum, teaching, research, and extracurricular activities” (2012, p. 

7), while other directions of internationalization are growing fast, including transnational 

education, joint programs, online learning and others. The latter forms of internationalization 

require a broader approach to integrating all the relevant aspects.  
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In addition to considering the definitions of internationalization and the related 

concepts, the definition underlying the methodology of this research should be established. 

After taking into account the described concepts of internationalization, internationalization 

at home, internationalization of the curriculum, and comprehensive internationalization, the 

definition by de Wit et al. (2015, p. 29) was taken as the reference point for the purposes of 

this study: 

 

the intentional process of integrating an international, intercultural or global dimension 

into the purpose, functions and delivery of post-secondary education in order to 

enhance the quality of education and research for all students and staff, and to make a 

meaningful contribution to society. (p.29) 

 

This definition was chosen for several reasons: the internationalization of UrFU 

became intentional since Project 5-100 named internationalization as a key priority alongside 

with the development of research and established KPIs. In accordance with the new 

development plan, participating universities and namely UrFU integrated the international 

dimension into its purpose, functions and delivery of education. The main goals of Project 5-

100 included, but were not limited to: “creating world-class educational products”, 

“conducting breakthrough research” and “recruiting the world’s leading scientists” (Ministry 

of Science and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 2020) which refer to the quality 

of education and research. Another reason is strictly related to the mission and vision of 

UrFU: 

 

[…] increasing competitiveness, re-industrialization, formation of human, scientific 

and technological potential, sustainable modernization of traditional economy 
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branches and development of postindustrial economy branches of the Ural Federal 

District. (Ural Federal University, 2021c) 

 

Thus, the increase in global competitiveness and internationalization was intended to 

facilitate the development of the Ural Federal District from the perspectives of research, 

technology, and economics, which are all “meaningful contributions to society” as noted in 

the definition by de Wit et al. (2015, p. 29). 

As has been shown in this section, internationalization is a dynamic concept which 

has expanded from its early limited interpretations mostly related to mobility aspects and 

curriculum subjects to the intentional and embedded processes which integrate various 

stakeholders and influence society. Internationalization has been an ever-evolving concept, 

and, at the same time, its perception has also been developing in a specific institution and at 

national level. In this thesis, the move of internationalization understanding, and its 

implementation are shown within the context of UrFU and the impact of Project 5-100. While 

the excellence initiative was initially aimed at improving positions in rankings, its focus 

shifted towards the deeper understanding of excellence and attention to qualitative aspects 

which impacted the participating universities. Therefore, the ultimate reason for choosing the 

definition by de Wit et al. (2015) is its application to the internal shift in understanding and 

implementation of internationalization in the studied university and its academic units. 

2.3.2 Rationales of Internationalization 

Since the end of the last century, rationales of internationalization for higher 

education institutions have become a subject of research discussion. In this section, I review 

the existing approaches to defining rationales of internationalization from the beginning of 

the 1990s, in light of the substantial development that the concept of internationalization of 

higher education underwent during the last 30 years, as described in section 2.3.1. Aigner et 

https://urfu.ru/en/about-the-university/mission-and-vision/
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al (1992) grouped the rationales of internationalization into three categories: international 

security, competitiveness of economy, and intercultural understanding. Scott (1992) indicated 

seven imperatives for governments aiming to internationalize higher education. Aside from 

economic competitiveness, national security and peaceful relationship between nations and 

the multicultural and religious diversity, the list of rationales is integrated with environmental 

interdependence, increased number of foreign-owned companies, pressure of international 

business on local firms, and multiraciality of academic supervisors for college graduates. 

Warner (1992) provided three models in his attempt to describe the drivers of 

internationalization. According to the competitive model, the development of an international 

dimension pursues the goal to make a country more competitive in the global economy. The 

liberal model instead defines self-development in a changing environment and global 

education for people relations as the primary goal of internationalization. The social 

transformation model claims the students’ greater awareness of international and intercultural 

issues as the most important rationale. 

The explanation of rationales by Davies (1992, p. 177) is rather different and is based 

on economic reasons, as well as the nature of knowledge: “internationalization is closely 

linked with financial reduction, the rise of academic entrepreneurialism and genuine 

philosophical commitment to cross-cultural perspectives in the advancement and 

dissemination of knowledge”. Johnston and Edelstein (1993) found that the primary reason 

for internationalizing higher education is the economic competitiveness of a nation. 

Knight and de Wit (1995) suggested a widely spread division of rationales into four 

clusters: academic, social/cultural, political, and economic ones. This approach has structured 

the research discussion on rationales of internationalization and was taken as a starting point 

for a number of other studies. 
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Callan (2000) summarized traditional approaches by classifying rationales at both 

national and institutional levels based on the earlier explorations by Knight and de Wit (de 

Wit, 2002; Knight & de Wit, 1995; 1997) and divided them as follows: “activity-based” 

which represent traditional international activities; “competency” which refer to the 

individual outcomes for professional and personal development; “cultural” or “ethos” 

referring to organizational goals and outcomes; and “process” or “strategic” which include 

other aspects and aim to develop an integrated strategy where the international dimension 

performs as “a systematic feature of the institution” (Callan, 2000, p. 17). 

Lewis (2007) concluded that the rationales which have various headings in different 

research works may be classified into four groups:  

 

• political / diplomatic / national security; 

• economic / commercial / trade / competition;  

• social / cultural;  

• academic / educational. (p. 23)  

 

Following this division, Lewis developed the Rationale Prioritisation Exercise (2007, 

p. 184) which has allowed researchers to estimate the value of each group of rationales in a 

specific higher education institution via surveying its stakeholders. The initial exercise was 

later modified (Lewis, 2014) in order to compare existing and desired balances of rationales. 

The categorization of rationales is used by universities in order to develop an 

institutional strategy of internationalization (Lewis, 2007, p. 1). It could also be used to 

identify strategic priorities in case an institution does not have a specific policy for 

internationalization or is reviewing the existing strategy. In the present research, the study of 
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current and desired rationales helps analyze UrFU’s shift towards the international dimension 

and infer its internationalization strategy. 

Previous experience of other countries’ excellence initiatives and internationalization 

of higher education institutions was also taken into account when formulating the research 

questions. BRICS countries were chosen for the described purposes as a comparison group 

due to several reasons. These are explained in detail in the following section.  

2.4 Benchmarks of Internationalization in BRICS countries and Russian regions 

2.4.1 Country-Specific Context of Internationalization in BRICS Countries 

In Sections 2.1 and 2.2., it was shown that there is a variety of studies dedicated to 

excellence initiatives and their impact on university development. At the same time, the link 

between the implementation of REIs and internationalization of universities still leaves room 

for future research in the case of Russian higher education. Therefore, at the beginning of this 

research, I decided to mainly focus on how this issue had been investigated in other countries 

where excellence initiatives had been implemented for a longer period of time than in Russia. 

In this section, first I explain why I focus on the studies of BRICS countries, then I review the 

literature on approaches and strategies of internationalization in BRICS countries and lastly I 

show that, in spite of the five countries being perceived as a whole group, only two of them 

share many similarities as to how they have been developing higher education systems. 

I chose BRICS countries since they are appropriate for a comparison with Russia in 

this research field. Indeed, being a group of emerging economies, BRICS countries have 

increased their visibility on the map of higher education. Membership in BRICS also leads to 

a constantly growing cooperation between the countries in terms of joint research projects, 

exchange and international full-time students, double degrees, and other directions. 

Furthermore, being part of BRICS draws further attention to the study of internationalization 
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of these universities (Altbach & Bassett, 2014; Khomyakov et al., 2020; Li, 2018; Qin, 2014; 

Rensburg et al., 2015; Schwarzman et al., 2015).  

At the same time, higher education systems, as well as other constituents of the socio-

economic development of these countries, are too different to be able to compare them in one 

respect. Altbach and Bassett (2014) noted: 

 

In vitally relevant respects, the four BRIC nations differ greatly from each other 

across the spectrum of higher education measurement norms. The four come from 

different academic traditions (although with some similarities between China and 

Russia), use different languages, have employed quite different academic strategies, 

and have no history of academic cooperation or competition. Neither students nor 

professors from these countries engage in regular or systematic exchanges or 

partnerships. (p. 30) 

 

The authors also stated that BRIC countries do not share a united approach to 

academic excellence. For example, while China and Russia struggle to improve the global 

competitiveness of their universities, the same cannot be claimed for Brazil and India. 

Therefore, they concluded that grouping the BRIC countries, which could be useful for the 

economic purposes, does not make a lot of sense for higher education studies (Altbach & 

Bassett, 2014, p. 30). 

After discussing the reasons for reviewing higher education internationalization in 

BRICS countries, this section further addresses the approaches and strategies of 

internationalization in the countries belonging to the group. As regards China, Cai and Yan 

(2015, p. 163) wrote that the internationalization of higher education is a consistent result of 

the integration of China into the global economic space and an essential step for the 
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development of the higher education system. As in the case of Russia, governmental 

strategies are in place for developing world-class universities in China and enhancing the 

competitiveness of Chinese universities. 

Building world-class universities, or innovation universities as they are called in 

India, is also considered an important factor. At the same time, the modes of 

internationalization in India are different from China or Russia. Trilokekar and Embleton 

(2015, p. 322) indicated that, apart from developing “innovation universities”, initiatives such 

as having foreign educational providers in India, approval for them to establish degree 

programs or independent campuses and creating conditions for the decrease of brain drain are 

considered as strategic priorities. However, these have not been implemented yet and were 

frozen at the time of this study. 

As regards the case of Brazil, De Magalhães Castro (2015, p. 286) hypothesized that 

internationalization is an underregulated area. The author noted that despite much activity in 

internationalization in academic research and education since 1970, data on 

internationalization are “scarce and scattered”. Available statistics did not include the number 

of exchange students and professors, and only one system existed for the validation of foreign 

diplomas (the one for holders of foreign diplomas in Medicine).  

Altbach and Bassett (2014, pp. 31-32) described the activities of BRICS countries at 

international level. Among this group, China and India were the countries sending the highest 

number of students abroad, and their students tended to go to English-teaching universities. 

Exchange schemes in Brazil, initiated by its government, focused mostly on Europe, while 

Russia instead did not send a comparatively significant number of students abroad. In 2014, 

China was the only country out of four to have a relevant national strategy in building world-

class universities, while Russia was concurrently starting to take the first steps. On the other 
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hand, Brazil and India were lacking a coherent strategy for improving the quality of higher 

education internationalization as a whole.  

In addition to the difference among the approaches to higher education 

internationalization in BRICS countries, cooperation between these countries in terms of 

higher education should also be addressed. Rensburg et al. (2015, p. 275) found that BRICS 

countries were not the most attractive destinations even among other BRIC students within 

the group. The fact that “little cooperation has been developed so far in the area of higher 

education among the BRIC countries” and that substantial differences characterize their 

higher education systems, has also been considered by de Wit et al. (2015, p. 274). Rensburg 

et al. (2015, p.275) concluded that, on the basis of a survey of 200 students from BRICS and 

non-BRICS countries regarding their preferred study destinations, BRICS nations have not 

yet realized their full potential in terms of being internationally attractive destinations for 

students, including exchange ones. This is mostly due to the language barrier and the small 

number of English-taught programs. China was identified as the only exception as it has been 

actively engaging in the commercialization of international higher education. 

Altbach and Bassett (2014, p. 30) also considered that BRIC countries, having 

different languages and various academic traditions, had elaborated different strategies of 

university development and, historically, had not had any cooperation or competition in the 

area of higher education. Meanwhile, the authors noted that two countries – Russia and China 

– share many similarities in higher education, mainly as regards the roots of their current 

academic systems, the models of government policy, and the attention paid to non-elite 

segments of higher education. 

This section illustrated that the approach of gathering BRICS countries in one 

comparison group for higher education internationalization has been criticized by experts in 

the field. The countries are developing joint programs, both exchange and research schemes, 
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but their universities still maintain several differences in terms of higher education 

internationalization. Almost all the countries have a different academic history and strategies 

for developing higher education, as well as little experience of joint cooperation before their 

grouping into BRICS. However, the situation is different for China and Russia.  These 

countries share many similarities as regards the past of their higher education, and the 

successful realization of Chinese excellence initiatives is a stimulating starting point for 

studies on the implementation of REIs in China and their impact on the internationalization of 

universities across the country. 

2.4.2 The Case of China: The Impact of Excellence Initiatives on University 

Internationalization  

This section begins with a description of historical similarities between Chinese and 

Russian higher education systems. Then, it outlines the key reforms that have been 

implemented in the area of higher education since 1970 and, in particular, it describes two 

excellence schemes. Finally, the section reviews publications on the effects of excellence 

initiatives and specifically their influence on the internationalization of higher education 

institutions. 

As mentioned above, the key reason for choosing China for a review on the 

experience of excellence initiative implementation is the historical similarity of its higher 

education development with the Russian Federation. Both countries initially had education 

systems which were different from Western ones. Moreover, the Soviet Union system of 

higher education was taken as an example after the People’s Republic of China was founded 

in 1949 (Mao & Shen, 1989). The features of Russian higher education were delivered to the 

Chinese universities: the centralization of the higher education system and control over the 

curriculum (Lewin et al., 1994), the university specialization on teaching and the creation of 

institutes for carrying out research, such as the Chinese Academy of Science (Hayhoe, 1987). 
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These characteristics later became obstacles to the excellence of universities in both 

countries. 

As Rui (2014, p. 18) pointed out, the turning point in the internationalization of higher 

education in China occurred in the 1970s when Deng Xiaoping implemented the strategy of 

“groping for stones to cross the river” and proclaimed that Chinese higher education should 

strive towards three directions: modernization, the world, and the future. This move sought to 

level down ideological differences between the Chinese and Western approaches in their 

higher education systems. By the 1980s, China had put in place a series of reforms based on 

foreign models, and from the 1990s onwards, the achievement of world-class higher 

education became its priority. Traditionally, Chinese research institutes and the industry have 

played a main role in conducting research and providing technology advances (Hong, 2006; 

Liu & White, 2001, p. 1093). As a result of the increasing involvement of China in the global 

economy, studies on the research and development systems in other countries, and the 

necessity to improve the Chinese technological expertise, the universities were found to be in 

a position where they had to undertake a more active position in performing research (Fischer 

& von Zedtwitz, 2004; Orcutt & Shen, 2010) and developing education. The list of 

implemented reforms includes the Program for Education Reform and Development in China 

(1993), the Education Act of the People’s Republic of China (1995) and two REIs: the 211 

Project and the 985 Project.  

In 1998, the 985 Project was started with the aim of promoting the international 

competitiveness of a group of Chinese universities by providing them with additional 

funding. Initially, nine universities were chosen and later 39 became program participants.  

The 211 Project was launched in 1995 in order to increase the research standards of 

high-level Chinese universities and it was initially aimed at involving more universities than 

the 985 Project. As a result, 116 Chinese universities participated in the excellence 
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initiative. In addition to a description of the historical proximities of higher education systems 

in Russia and China and the range of reforms in Chinese tertiary education in the last 50 

years, this section focuses on the effects of the two excellence initiatives which jumpstarted 

the expansion of Chinese universities in the global higher education market in 1999.  

Nowadays, excellence initiatives in China are perceived as among the most effective 

programs in improving higher education competitiveness in the world. The implementation of 

two REIs prompted the dramatical improvement of Chinese universities’ positioning in 

global rankings. Indeed, although in 2000 no Chinese university was included into the top 

300 of ARWU ranking and only four institutions were included in the top 500, according to 

ARWU 2016, the number of Chinese universities in the top 300 increased up to 24 and up to 

54 ones in the top 500. More importantly, the excellence initiatives changed the Chinese 

academic culture and shifted it towards excellence as well as the development of awareness 

of the process of international competition in higher education and competitiveness of 

universities in China (Wang et al., 2011, p. 56).  

A number of studies have focused on measuring the results of both projects in 

different dimensions. Several academic papers have evaluated the changes in research 

productivity (Yang & You, 2017; Yufang, 2017; Zhang et al., 2013; Zong & Zhang, 2017). 

Zhang et al. (2013, p. 774) provided an estimate of the efficiency of the 985 Project in terms 

of number of publications and came to the conclusion that lower-tier universities may benefit 

more from the excellence initiative than first-tier ones. A quasi-experimental study by Zong 

and Zhang (2017) also showed that participation in Project 985 had a positive effect on the 

publication activity of the studied universities. However, the excellence initiative “has not 

had the desired effect on Tier 1 universities” and “a long-term tendency of publication 

saturation” was observed. This could be caused by academic “burn out”, as the authors 

suggested (Zong & Zhang, p. 13). 
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Wen (2012) analyzed the scientific collaboration pattern of co-authored papers for the 

universities participating in 985 Project and found that the studied institutions demonstrated 

clear preference when choosing partners for collaboration and that factors such as location, 

subjects, types of universities and co-authors influence their choice. Rhoads et al. (2014) 

discussed the impact of 211 Project and 985 Project on faculty life and academic culture 

using the evidence from four leading Chinese universities. The authors showed that 

participation in two excellence initiatives, and in particular the impact of Project 985, have 

drastically transformed the academic culture and institutional contexts towards 

internationalization and a global perspective. 

Other studies investigated the effects of excellence initiatives on Chinese universities’ 

internationalization. Ma and Yue (2015) examined the evidence from a student survey in 39 

universities participating in the 211 and 985 projects. They found that the 985 universities 

obtained the highest level of internationalization, the second-tier universities in terms of 

international dimension were 211 Project ones and non-degree-offering institutions. Other 

degree-offering universities came last in terms of institutional internationalization. This study 

proves that, despite excellence initiatives in China having a research focus, their links with 

the internationalization of education (student/faculty mobility and other overseas academic 

activities, international curriculum) are direct. The second research finding is that academic 

disciplines differentiate the level of internationalization: the researchers found that law and 

art are the subject areas with the lowest level of internationalization, while economics, 

management and education have the highest internationalization level.  

Other research has identified the strong link between the internationalization of 

Chinese universities and excellence initiatives. Rui (2014) noted that the dramatic growth of 

Chinese universities’ international positions has resulted from the implementation of 

excellence initiatives. At the same time, the researcher indicated some drawbacks in the 
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pursuit of becoming internationally competitive universities: “In striving for ‘international’ 

standing, top Chinese universities compare themselves with Oxford and Yale but forget the 

long history of these institutions — let alone their own” (Rui, 2014, p. 18). 

In contrast, several researchers have described internationalization in Chinese higher 

education (Chen & Huang, 2013; Hu, 2007; Huang, 2003; Jin, 2012), but have not focused on 

the connection between the modern processes of university internationalization and the 

implementation of excellence initiatives in China. Moreover, the 211 Project is mentioned in 

the theoretical study of the role of government in higher education internationalization in the 

paper by Li (2016, p. 50), but another key excellence initiative is not mentioned at all. 

As these studies on Chinese excellence initiatives have shown, Projects 211 and 985 

strongly influenced the internationalization of Chinese universities and their advance 

compared to non-participating institutions. In addition to a dramatic improvement in the 

positions of a group of Chinese universities in global higher education rankings, the 

excellence schemes effected an increase in research productivity and research focus of the 

participating universities, as well as a growth in the number of international students. The 

studies also reflected on the perceptions of a growing level of internationalization by students 

of 211 and 985 institutions. However, they did not focus on the perceptions of other groups of 

stakeholders, such as faculty, staff and university leadership, or on the transformations in 

their universities during the rapid internationalization as a result of both projects. Thus, the 

effects of excellence initiatives on the international dimension of Chinese universities still 

remain underexplored.  

Several conclusions emerge from section 2.4: first, different contexts of higher 

education internationalization in the BRICS countries make the comparison difficult. With 

regard to the topic of this study, only two countries chose a similar way of developing higher 

education systems through the booster effect of national excellence initiatives. China has 
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been focused on consistently developing world-class universities since the 1990s, and Russia 

started following a similar strategy twenty years later. Second, not only the challenges and 

the goals in each country vary, but also the interest of the students studying in other BRICS 

countries as a result of the limited number of existing study programs in English. The only 

exception was China due to the availability of a range of English-taught programs. This is 

why the case of China was chosen for benchmarking within the present study. Thirdly, as 

shown above, the research-oriented excellence initiatives Project 211 and Project 985 have 

radically influenced the internationalization of Chinese higher education institutions both in 

terms of developing research and educational capacity. They also helped to improve visibility 

and competitiveness of Chinese universities across the world and they changed the academic 

culture in the country and the way universities’ stakeholders perceive internationalization 

processes. 

Finally, the case of China illustrated that all the effects listed above were achieved 

over a longer period of time than the duration of Project 5-100. On the one hand, it shows that 

the chosen way could lead the Russian institutions to their desired results. On the other, it 

requires more time than the standard number of years of the Russian excellence initiative and 

could be achieved by consistently pursuing the chosen strategy for at least a decade.  

2.5 Features of Business School Internationalization  

2.5.1 Specifics of Business School Internationalization 

One of UrFU’s analyzed academic units is a business school: the Graduate School of 

Economics and Management (GSEM). There are a number of features which distinguish 

business schools from other academic units and influence the rationales and strategy of 

internationalization, as well as education, research and international services: 

1. Historical roots of business education internationalization. The early European 

business schools created both in accordance with French/Belgian or Northern 
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(German) models, from the very beginning of their history were internationally-

oriented and endorsed a global perspective (Kaplan, 2014, p. 530). The first 

European business school, ESCP Europe, was initially created with an international 

scope and the aim of integrating the global perspective into the curriculum with ten 

languages available for joint business programs (Renouard, 1999). The same ideas 

and a similar curriculum were implemented in the first Belgian business school, the 

Belgium Higher Institute of Commerce in Antwerp (Grunzweig, 1977; Renouard, 

1999) and the first Italian business institution, Ca’ Foscari (Kipping et al., 2004). 

2. Increased independence of university business schools in comparison with 

other academic units. AACSB International identified four levels of 

independence which characterize a single business unit (AACSB, 2020, pp.11-12): 

a) independent branding which includes market positioning, promotion, naming, 

and other brand differentiation; b) external market perception; c) independent 

financial relationships with the Institution (own budget of business school and 

control over a large portion of available funds); d) business academic unit 

autonomy which relates to own strategy, approval of key decisions, appointment of 

the business school head, geographical separation, and other autonomy 

characteristics. This often leads to the development of the business school’s own 

services detached from the main university, including international services.  

3. Prestigious business education rankings and accreditations which are 

different from the leading world university rankings and have a high impact 

on their activity. Business education rankings include rankings by The Economist, 

Eduniversal, Financial Times, Business Week, The Wall Street Journal and others. 

These rank entire business schools and specific programs such as MBAs or masters 

in management. Business schools pay great attention to the rankings in their field 
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since they strongly affect their operations and selectivity of admissions (Peters, 

2007) and perform as an index of quality (Corley & Gioia, 2000; Drnevich et al., 

2011). Aside from aiding potential students in their choice, rankings also 

predetermine the selection of business school recruiters (Safón, 2007; Wuorio, 

2001). Top international business schools are awarded the so-called “Triple Crown 

Accreditation”, namely the AACSB (by the Association of Advance Collegiate 

School of Business), EQUIS (by the European Foundation for Management 

Research), and AMBA (by the Association of MBAs). The process of receiving 

each of these accreditations takes from 2-3 to 7 years, and it leads to the gradual 

transformation of the school. Furthermore, the accreditation advertises the high 

quality of the business school education on the market (Okulova & Shakina, 2021). 

International accreditations strongly drive internationalization processes and the 

international positioning of business schools (Wankel & DeFillippi, 2006), 

including Russian ones (Katkalo, 2009; Morsing & Rovira; 2011). 

4. Applied nature of education and research which lead to the different 

qualification of teaching staff. Producing research is an integral part of the 

business schools’ activity, but research of this kind is mostly applied in its nature 

(i.e., case studies) and is strongly connected with companies’ operations. Bennis 

and O’Toole (2005, para. 2) criticized business schools which choose the research 

model that represents abstract analysis in economics and finances, statistical tools 

and laboratory studies due to its non-practical implications and lack of engagement 

with the real needs of businesses. The authors also noted that business school 

professors should have experience as practitioners and teachers of business 

disciplines should not just be researchers. 
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5. Different teaching methods. Due to the features of business education and its 

inseparable connection with practice, teaching methods in business schools vary 

from the rest of university academic units. Since the launch of the first European 

and American business schools, experiential learning methods, such as simulation 

and case studies, have been used for business education (Kaplan, 2014, p. 530). 

These teaching methods, which involve the active participation of students, have 

been the most preferred teaching method by business students (Berényi & Deutsch, 

2018; Farashahi & Tajeddin, 2018). The reason for this is that these methods 

contribute to the development of self-confidence (Tompson & Dass, 2000), soft 

skills (Bedwell et al., 2014) and decision-making skills among students (Coffey & 

Anderson, 2006). Business education is also characterized by the increased 

attention to the development of interpersonal skills in the formal curriculum and 

extracurricular activities due to the expectations of the professional business world 

(Parente et al., 2012). 

The distinguishing features of university business schools and their 

internationalization should be taken into account when constructing the case study of GSEM 

in this thesis. This is worth great attention when studying the rationales of internationalization 

in particular, as described in the following section. 

2.5.2 Rationales of Internationalization in Business Schools 

Although business schools may be part of universities or stand-alone tertiary 

education institutions, the rationales of internationalization considered in section 2.3.2 can 

still be relevant for them. However, business schools act within a highly volatile business 

context and must possess specific features for carrying out research and teaching practices. 

Thus, a number of studies have identified additional groups of rationales for the 

internationalization of business education academic units. 
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One of rationales stems from the fact that university business schools have to compete 

with private companies which provide their own business trainings. Multinational companies 

often conduct their own trainings for employees since in some cases higher education 

business schools do not fill this gap completely and do not match their curriculum and 

programs with the real needs of global economy (Milhauser & Rahschulte, 2010; Prestwich 

& Ho-Kim, 2007). Thus, business schools may internationalize not only with the aim to 

compete with other tertiary education units nationally and worldwide, but also with other 

local corporate providers of management education. 

Filonovich et al. (2018) confirmed this trend in the Russian context and found that 

Russian companies are more interested in short-term programs than in the traditional long-

term MBA programs of university business schools. It has been noted that the traditional 

scenario of management education changed after the emergence of corporate universities in 

big Russian companies, and universities had to take this experience into account when 

developing educational programs. In this regard, the internationalization of Russian business 

schools helps to stay competitive within the country and to prepare managers for the federal 

and international markets. 

A second rationale was identified by Kedia and Englis (2011, p. 325), who found that 

university business schools pay great attention to the international dimension due to the trend 

of business education's internationalization to continue to train new global managers. 

Descriptions of the growing gap between the outcomes of business school programs and the 

global skills set needed by real businesses started to appear at the end of the 1980s 

(Aggarwal, 1989; Porter & McKibbin, 1988). 

One more rationale was named by Bradford et al. (2017, pp. 436-437): the authors 

claimed that internationalization has become more common for business schools than for 

other university units because of the need to adapt to environmental pressures and 
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globalization. These demands are more intense in business education than in some other 

academic areas. In order to prove this, the authors applied the contingency theory with the 

general hypothesis that “organisations whose internal characteristics best fit their 

environment’s demands will achieve the best adaptation” (Bradford et al., 2017, p. 439). 

They showed that internationalization nowadays is a necessary requirement for business 

schools in order to adapt and thereby survive. 

A final rationale for internationalization was identified by De Meyer (2012, p. 338), 

who emphasized that the drivers for efficient internationalization of business education 

should be defined according to internal strategic choices, but often this works in the opposite 

way: business schools decide to internationalize because of the pressure caused by outsiders 

(accreditation agencies, alumni or others).  

Accreditations often perform as specific drivers for business school 

internationalization. The three most prominent accrediting bodies in business education, also 

called the “Triple Crown”, are the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business 

(AACSB), European Foundation for Management Development (EFMD) and the Association 

of MBAs (AMBA). ACCSB is the oldest accrediting organization among the three listed ones 

that originates from the USA and issues the cognominal accreditation. AACSB is a mission-

driven accreditation system that reviews “a school's mission, faculty qualifications, curricula, 

and ability to provide the highest-quality programs” (AACSB International, 2022).  

EFMD’s headquarter is in Belgium and offers two accreditations for business schools: 

EQUIS for the institution and EPAS for programs. EFMD accreditations imply standards 

across the school’s or program’s activities and maintain a strong focus on the international 

dimension: “international standards in terms of governance, programs, students, faculty, 

research, internationalization, ethics, responsibility and sustainability, as well as engagement 

with the world of practice” (EFMD, 2022).  

https://www.aacsb.edu/educators/accreditation
https://www.efmdglobal.org/accreditations/business-schools/equis/
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AMBA accreditation pays great attention to the students’ and graduates’ demand for 

postgraduate business programs in the international labor market. AMBA accreditation 

criteria cover impact, employability and learning outcomes and, namely, “teaching, learning 

and curriculum design; career development and employability; student, alumni and employer 

interaction” (The Association of MBAs, 2022). 

Zhao and Ferran (2016, p. 52) suggested that “accreditation is no longer a luxury but a 

requirement for business schools”, but these have to choose among a range of accreditation 

agencies depending on the value and requirements of the accreditation. Internationalization 

became an integral and obligatory part of receiving international accreditations, specifically 

EFMD accreditations (Cornuel & Urgel 2009; Hommel 2007; Urgel 2007). 

Currently, in Russia there are two schools that have obtained the EQUIS accreditation 

(the Graduate School of Management in St. Petersburg, SKOLKOVO Business School) and 

two schools with EPAS accreditation (HSE St. Petersburg School of Economics and 

Management and GSEM at UrFU). Several years ago, the number of EPAS accredited 

schools was higher, but some of them have halted their EFMD accreditation process and are 

now on the way to obtaining AACSB accreditation. The only AACSB accredited business 

school at the moment is RANEPA Institute of Business Studies. More than 10 Russian 

business schools have AMBA accreditation. 

According to the map of business school internationalization in Russia and the 

countries of the Commonwealth of Independent States (Tolmachev et al., 2020), 

internationally visible business schools obtain one or several accreditations belonging to the 

“triple-crown”, as a result of demonstrating high research performance and the development 

of international partnerships and double degree programs with high-ranked foreign 

institutions. GSEM UrFU obtained EPAS EFMD accreditation and was on its way to 

AACSB accreditation at the beginning of 2022 (see section 7.1.2 for more details). On the 
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map, three business schools are international (Graduate School of Management SPbU, 

SKOLKOVO Business School and Institute of Business Studies RANEPA), 17 business 

schools are active on the global market (including GSEM UrFU), and 14 business schools are 

globally visible but do not have clear positioning. 

Finally, in contrast with the studies reviewed above, Howe and Martin (1998, p. 448) 

argued against the idea that business schools must internationalize only in order to produce an 

“’international manager’ who comes complete with a portable MBA tool kit of functional and 

cross-cultural competencies and a knowledge of international markets, finance and strategy”. 

The authors added that this explanation is often used to mask other rationales such as 

volatility in home markets, decrease in support for higher education by Western governments 

caused by crises and a desire to improve income that comes from university 

management. Thus, business education also faces the same rationales which are relevant for 

other academic units in higher education institutions.  

This section has illustrated the factors that may influence rationales of 

internationalization for business schools, in addition to other factors that impact any 

academic unit and/or university as a whole. Understanding these factors is not only important 

for a further analysis of rationales in GSEM UrFU (chapter 7), but it will also help illustrate 

why the business school chose its strategy of internationalization and built its international 

dimension in accordance with the standards of EFMD and AACSB international 

accreditations. In addition, this could provide further insight into why the business school 

focused on developing specific aspects of the international dimension in comparison with 

other studied UrFU academic units and chose its special way of positioning (see more about 

the development of its own brand in section 7.2.1.3). Despite the lack of consensus regarding 

the rationales of internationalization for business schools, researchers assume that the 

business school’s rationales may differ from the ones of their universities, since they include 
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international accreditations, external pressure of alumni, requirement to produce international 

managers and compete with private companies and corporate educational structures which 

provide business education. At the same time, four traditional clusters of rationales 

(academic, social/cultural, political, and economic ones) or their combinations have remained 

relevant for university business schools too. The rationales of internationalization for 

business schools may also vary depending on the region or market. For this reason, it is worth 

taking into account the distinctive rationales of the business school’s internationalization, 

since these directly affect the chosen strategies in business education units and the specific 

characteristics of their positioning in comparison with other university academic units. 

2.6 Assessing the Quality of Internationalization: From Theory to Practice 

Measuring the quality of the international dimension is important as it helps assess the 

effectiveness of the institutional strategy where internationalization is a component of overall 

institutional performance and allows for benchmarking with other institutions and improving 

internationalization programs and practices (Green, 2012, p. 4). Measuring 

internationalization is in the interest of the institution since “accreditations, rankings, 

certification, auditing and benchmarking became key items on the international higher 

education landscape” (De Wit, 2009b, p. 1). Setting the vector of internationalization to a 

Ural Federal University, Project 5-100 implied key performance indicators for measuring the 

quality of the international dimension, which we will consider below in this section. Within 

the context of this study, it is important to show whether these indicators were aligned with 

global good practices and how the university’s approach to measuring internationalization 

shaped the strategies of UrFU and its academic units, which are discussed in chapters 4 to 7. 

This section has started by illustrating the importance of measuring the quality of 

internationalization. It also provides a list of the levels of assessment and focuses on the level 

of higher education institutions and their subunits. It describes the process of planning the 
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internationalization assessment from the statement of mission and vision of an institution, to 

the creation of goals and indicators and internationalization map. The section follows with a 

description of the models for assessing internationalization, the dimensions for measuring its 

quality, and outlines a range of global methods suggested for this purpose. The section ends 

by picturing UrFU’s approach to assessing internationalization and provides some 

conclusions on its alignment with international good practices and impact on UrFU’s 

strategy. 

It is important to start by underlining that assessment of internationalization can be 

conducted at different levels. Hudzik (2015, pp. 92-93) outlines four levels of analysis: global 

and supranational (goals of internationalization are justice, world peace, global economy, 

environment, etc.), national (related to the national higher education system), individual 

higher education institution and institutional stakeholders (students and other clientele). 

Hudzik also classifies the levels of analysis according to their impacts and outcomes. The 

assessment of outcomes (or impacts/ends), according to de Wit (2009b, p.6), evaluates “the 

achievement of goals and results” (Hudzik, 2015, p.92), which includes identifying “the ends 

or goals” and further measurement of results. The researchers also state that outcomes and 

impacts need to be evaluated within the context of the rationales and objectives: discussing 

the quality assurance of internationalization, Aerden (2015, p.8) writes that “the imperative 

for higher education to internationalise is currently evident, but the reasons and challenges 

differ”. De Wit (2009a, p.126) also links the quality assessment of outcomes with the context 

of rationales and objectives. 

In the present work, the analysis was carried out at institutional level and, thus, this 

section further focuses on the assessment of internationalization in higher education 

institutions and their academic units. At the same time, the study includes data collection and 

analyses at the level of institutional stakeholders, since Hudzik (2015, p. 93) also emphasizes 



85 

 
 

that assessment at the institutional level “[…] would be unacceptably narrow […] if not 

connected to the institution’s goals for outcomes related to Level 1”, and, namely, students 

and clientele.  

Another lens for assessing internationalization results has been indicated by Green 

(2012, p. 2) who noted two related and overlapping concepts: a) performance of institutions 

and their subunits and b) student learning outcomes. In both cases, internationalization 

assessment is part of a large multidisciplinary conversation among researchers and 

practitioners, i.e., student learning assessment can be traced back to the 1930s and 1940s 

when assessment of student learning in colleges was considered part of a broader 

psychological theory (Learned & Wood, 1938).  

In this section, for the purposes of my study, I focus on performance assessment for 

institutions and their subunits. When discussing the planning part of this type of assessment, 

Green emphasized how essential it is to articulate the institution’s reasons for developing 

an internationalization strategy and show how this contributes to the greater university or 

academic unit goals.  The identification of the reasons to internationalize and the shift from 

focusing on specific instrumentalities only to outcomes helps change the positioning of 

internationalization to a dimension that supports institutional goals and is meaningful for a 

range of stakeholders and not only a small group of “internationalization advocates” (Green, 

2012, p.4). The next stage, according to Green (2012), would be that of creating goals of 

internationalization, which is a challenging exercise because the goals should be 

simultaneously conceptual and measurable. This could be achieved in the following stage – 

which requires the definition of a series of indicators that sharpens the understanding of what 

achieving the goals means. Finally, the planning part should be completed during the stage of 

“mapping the institutional landscape of international programs, policies, and strategies” 
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(my emphasis) before an institution is able to assess its own international dimension (Green, 

2012, p.5).  

The similar points of internationalization quality assessment which characterize most 

existing approaches are provided by Beerkens at al. (2010, p. 9): (1) mapping – identify the 

level of internationalization in an institution, (2) evaluating –determine the contribution of 

efforts towards internationalization, and (3) profiling – define institutional identity and 

illustrate the advantages and ambitions of an organization in terms of its international 

dimension. The stages of internationalization assessment, suggested by Green and Beerkens 

et al., raise a question as to which indicators should reflect the goals since measuring can be 

applied to an assortment of indicators. Hudzik and Stohl (2009, p. 9) also noted that the 

assessment of the impact and outcomes of internationalization should be linked to the overall 

missions and goals of the institution. Since there is a wide range of institutional types, 

missions and rationales of internationalization, assessment focus points and criteria vary 

accordingly. Hudzik (2015, p. 100) listed four models for assessing internationalization:  

• the program evaluation model  

• the program learning and results model 

• the systems model 

• a variant of the third option labeled “the logic model” 

The program evaluation model (Hudzik, 2015, pp. 100-101) was originally suggested 

50 years ago for social programs. Typical components of this model are:  

• efforts: funds spent and work or activity undertaken; 

• efficiency: analysis of the program costs; 

• effectiveness: the degree to which program objectives or goals have been met; 

• process: determining whether the program was responsible for achieving goals. 
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The program learning and results model (Hudzik, 2015, pp. 101-102) was elaborated 

by Kirkpatrick (1977) and it measured four dimensions: 

• reactions: how participants reacted on international programs, i.e., surveys or 

interviews on students’ satisfaction with study abroad programs; 

• learning: what was learned by the participants (principles, facts, techniques 

and/or skills). It can be measured subjectively (open questions) or more 

objectively (pre-/post- tests); 

• behavior changes: to which extent changes in participants following a program 

or a course are observed (is there a difference in their behaviors, reactions, 

abilities or skills connected with participation in international programs?); 

• results: what participation in the program brings to organizational or societal 

results, i.e., how returning study-abroad students change the learning environment 

in a classroom. 

The origins of the systems model indicated by Hudzik (2015, pp. 102-103) lay in 

systems engineering and analysis. The model also includes four elements: 

• inputs: resources that exist to support international activities, i.e., funding, 

people, policies and others; 

• outputs: activities assumed to support internationalization efforts; 

• outcomes: impacts and results that are usually associated with the estimation of 

university achievements and their missions. 

Finally, Deardorff et al. (2009, pp. 23-25) suggested an expanded approach to assess 

the outcomes of internationalization and used the fourth model – the Program Logic Model 

(also called the logic model): 

• inputs: resources needed to achieve the stated goals, i.e., people, time, money, 

partners; 
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• activities: components of internationalization, i.e., learning opportunities across 

the curriculum, experience of learning abroad, doing research; 

• outputs of internationalization: the participants (numbers), i.e., number of 

students in education-abroad programs; 

• outcomes of internationalization: results of numbers, i.e., measuring 

intercultural competence. Includes both short-term and more medium-term 

outcomes; 

• impact: long-term impact (consequences/results). 

After this overview of the theoretical models illustrating how quality assurance works, 

it is important to consider the practical approaches which prescribe what concrete aspects 

should be assessed. As there is no unified way to assess the performance of a university in the 

area of internationalization (Aerden, 2017, p. 42; Aerden et al., 2013), below I review a 

number of practical approaches to the quality assurance of specific aspects of 

internationalization. 

In an early volume, Knight and de Wit (1999) provided the guidelines and instruments 

for assessing internationalization strategies on the basis of institutional pilot reviews in 

different countries. The authors indicated four dimensions: 

• context (higher education system, profile of an institution, analysis of the national 

and/or international context); 

• internationalization policies and strategies at institutional level; 

• organizational and support structures (organization, planning and evaluation, 

financial support and resource assignment, support services and facilities); 

• academic programs and students (internationalization of curriculum, domestic 

and international students, study abroad, and student mobility programs). 
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As regards the practical approaches to measuring internationalization a decade after 

the publication mentioned above, Knight (2008, p. 43) emphasizes the importance of 

measuring progress rather than output only and concludes that both qualitative and 

quantitative measures should be used in quality assessment processes, and their identification 

is a challenge:  

 

They need to be relevant, clear, reliable, consistent, accessible, and easy to use. […] 

Such measures need to be pertinent to the desired objective and limited to the most 

relevant […] (and they) need to stand the test of time, as they should be used over a 

period to get a true picture of progress toward reaching the objective and whether 

there is any improvement.” (Knight, 2008, pp. 48-49)  

 

 In terms of existing approaches to internationalization quality assessment, it is 

important to name the key ones that emerged in previous years. Beerkens et al. (2010) 

provide a broad overview of such approaches that partly overlaps with another extensive 

overview by de Wit (2010). Both studies detail approaches developed by national and global 

associations (ACE, NAFSA, Nuffic, CHE, Japanese Indicator List, DAAD, SIU, NVAO, 

IMQT and others), and suggested by individual practitioners and researchers (Chin and 

Ching, 2009; Ellingboe, 1998; Mestenhauser, as cited in Joris, 2008; and others). On the 

whole, Beerkens et al (2010) review 33 tools and indicator sets for assessing 

internationalization. All the approaches are based on one of the following tools or their 

combination: self-evaluation, benchmarking or classification/ranking. The authors conclude 

that there is not a single standard for such assessment that would fit any institution and that 

some of the listed approaches are based on already existing ones. The literature and case 

studies considered in the publication highlight that the method for measuring 
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internationalization chosen by an institution has to address at least five points: the goal of the 

toolbox, type of indices to be measured, dimensions of measurement, the structure to be 

applied and the method of validating indicators.  

After discussing the existing levels, dimensions and approaches to the quality 

assurance of internationalization, I further outline the way of measuring internationalization 

in Ural Federal University during the implementation of the Russian excellence initiative. 

The strategy of UrFU development in 2013-2020 was based on Project 5-100 criteria (as 

detailed in Chapter 4) and included a road map providing an illustration of the four stages of 

the excellence scheme. The declared strategic goal was to form a research, educational and 

innovative international center in the Ural Federal District with UrFU becoming its core (Ural 

Federal University, 2013b, p.4). The key mechanisms implied cooperation with leading 

research institutions and corporations and entering global academic rankings.  

Therefore, the list of the first-level indicators (Ural Federal University, 2013b, pp. 5-

6) primarily included positions in QS, THE, ARWU ranking lists of world universities and 

subject ranking tables. Most of the other indicators directly influenced positions in the above-

mentioned rankings: number of publications in Scopus and Web of Science databases, 

average number of citations per faculty member, number of international students and 

faculty. In addition to these, there was a list named “additional indicators” and some of its 

points belonged to the international dimension. They included number of publications with 

international co-authors, number of international students from non-CIS countries (which, in 

fact, means number of non-Russian speaking students), number of master and PhD students 

in English. The first-level indicators were respectively split into second-level indicators of 

academic units and third level metrics of research centers.  

The list of indicators shows how strongly the internationalization assessment of the 

university depended on Project 5-100 goals, which were oriented towards gaining positions in 
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international rankings. This work will further explain that two out of the three studied 

academic units followed the internationalization measurement suggested by UrFU. The only 

exception was the Graduate School of Economics and Management, which followed its own 

approach to the quality assurance of internationalization as a result of pursuing international 

accreditations of business education, in addition to the university system of metrics. 

Several conclusions emerge from this section. Firstly, the quality assurance of 

internationalization can be implemented at various levels, and due to the characteristics of my 

study, this section mainly focused on the individual level of the institutions. Secondly, upon 

reviewing a broad list of models and approaches, it could be concluded that a universal 

approach to evaluating performance and quality of internationalization does not exist yet. 

Each institution may choose an approach based on its own context before developing a list of 

indicators, and it can do so by defining rationales for internationalization, the goals of the 

international dimension within the larger goals of an institution and the mapping of the 

international landscape. Thirdly, the section showed that UrFU had developed its own list of 

indicators to measure the performance of internationalization and this was influenced by the 

requirements of Project 5-100. The measuring was focused on mostly quantitative outcomes. 

Finally, the approaches to quality assessment considered in this section were also taken into 

account for constructing the research design and, in particular, the interview plans which are 

described in Chapter 3. 

2.7 Regional Universities: Ways of Development 

For the purposes of this research, the term regional university refers to a university 

not located in the country’s capital and which has been primarily and historically serving a 

regional market of higher education. This does not mean that the university cannot offer 

programs for national and/or international students, but mostly that the student body and 

academic staff of such an institution are represented by the local population. In the section 
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below, I describe the characteristics of regional universities (section 2.7.1), then overview the 

studies on the internationalization of regional universities in geographically large countries 

(section 2.7.2) and, lastly, I consider trajectories for regional universities development in 

Russia (section 2.7.3). 

2.7.1 Characteristics of Regional Universities 

As shown in section 2.6, Ural Federal University aimed at performing as a leader in 

international research, education and innovations in the Ural Federal District (Ural Federal 

University, 2013b, p.4). This role corresponds with a definition given by Winchester et al. 

(1992, p. 1), who defined regional universities as universities whose main campuses are not 

located in metropolitan areas and which “are highly significant financial and social 

institutions in the regions in which they operate, offering their communities educational, 

research, economic, cultural and social opportunities which would otherwise not be available 

in the region.” In identifying the characteristics of regional universities, Winchester et al. 

(1992, p. 2) highlighted the following features: 

1. A highly significant role in regional development: a regional university 

demonstrates strong contribution to regional economies and development, performs 

as a leading employer and purchaser of services, provides cultural, sport and 

physical infrastructure, demonstrates community leadership, etc. 

2. Significant role in post-compulsory education: a regional university performs as 

a center of regional excellence in research, provides education for disadvantaged 

populations and areas, develops the skill base in regions through short courses and 

award courses, provides consultancy, builds partnership with regional companies, 

cultivates culture of lifelong learning, etc. 

Almost all these features, which were defined within the context of Australian higher 

education, are shared by Russian regional universities, as shown in a number of publications. 
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Ovchinnikova et al. (2018) consider 11 regional universities and conclude that they have 

become strong partners of industrial enterprises and they have pushed for an increase in 

regional economy (p. 138). Platonova and Semyonov (2018) write that regional universities 

were created for the socioeconomic development of Russian regions and perform as 

methodological centers. Kharchenko et al. (2019) note that regional universities in Russia 

provide links between training and research, education and industry, studies and cultural 

activities. However, there is a significant difference between the Russian and Australian 

institutions. While Australian universities are usually small or medium-sized, regional 

universities in Russia are usually large. Disadvantages and challenges of regional universities 

include (Kemp, 1999; Winchester et al., 1992): 

• isolation and distance from key capital cities; 

• low income and socio-economic indicators; 

• permanently low participation rates in tertiary studies; 

• poor facilities on campus, both physically and technologically; 

• diminishing population as labor market is represented in major capital cities. 

In Russia, the challenges for a particular regional university depend on the territory 

where the university is located. Leading state higher education institutions are located in 

regions with high GNP per capita and do not face the challenges of poor infrastructure or low 

socio-economic status and income. The opposite instead might occur for universities located 

in other regions.  

UrFU, despite its federal status, matches the definition provided by Winchester et al 

(1992) and therefore is appropriately called a regional university. As shown in Chapter 4, the 

Institutional Context, serving the Ural Federal District, is the main dimension of the 

university mission. When it became a participant of Project 5-100, UrFU had ambitions to 

broaden its regional brand towards global awareness and thus included the international 
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dimension into its mission. The following section 2.7.2 studies previous similar experiences 

of regional universities in other countries.  

As illustrated above with regards to the evidence of Australian universities, most of 

the characteristics of their regional universities are shared with the Russian ones too. This can 

be explained by the fact that Australia is a large country with a heterogeneous location of 

universities scattered across the regions. At the same time, despite the fact that large 

countries’ agendas include the goals of developing regional universities, the ways of 

implementing it may differ. In the following section 2.7.2 I consider the modes of 

internationalization development of regional universities in countries with large territories. 

The aim is to acquire various approaches and best practices across the world. 

2.7.2 Internationalization of Regional Universities: Evidence from Geographically Large 

Countries 

In this section I describe the ways in which regional universities have attempted to 

internationalize based on good practices from Australia, Canada and the USA, as these three 

countries had historically considered the role of regional universities in a different way, but 

they eventually arrived at a common understanding. An initiative from Kazakhstan is also 

taken into consideration since this is a Russian neighboring country with similar features to 

the regional universities due to its history of being a Soviet country. 

In the case of Australia, Wise (2016) described how eight regional Australian 

universities having campuses in 29 non-capital city locations drove regional innovation. The 

author explained that, despite Australian regional universities usually having strong ties with 

the local industry and driving innovations in their regions, they are also able to maintain a 

concurrent global vision. Moreover, Wise (2016, p. 12) wrote that “international missions are 

an effective tool to overcome geographical remoteness and engage face-to-face”. 
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As regards US regional universities, Stiegler (2017, para. 3) used the term 

Comprehensive Universities to refer to the combination of both regional and international 

dimensions. Stiegler stressed the need to maintain the roots with the local community, but in 

the example of Salisbury University the author showed that modern regional universities have 

to answer the global agenda if they wish to provide relevant education: “If we want to teach 

more future leaders, members of the workforce, and citizens to engage constructively with 

the world, they must learn at public regional universities that define themselves by their 

global engagement” (Stiegler, 2017, para. 13). 

In Canada, there was no national policy on the internationalization of universities for 

a long time. This is due to the fact that in Canada each province is responsible for education 

and there is no national ministry or common legislation (Trilokekar & Jones, 2013). Canada’s 

International Education Strategy 2013-2019 was developed by the Ministry of International 

Trade mainly for economic reasons in order to attract students and researchers to Canada 

from abroad, develop research connections with international universities and create a pan-

Canadian partnership with territories and all higher education stakeholders, including 

corporates (Government of Canada, 2014, para. 1). For years there has not been a common 

viewpoint on the international dimension of regional universities in the 

country: internationalization has been an important part of the agenda for some Canadian 

universities, while it was not a significant point for others. However, the newly launched 

Building on Success: International Education Strategy (2019-2024) provided the national 

vision of international education and linked regional universities with supranational and 

international goals: “The strategy is designed to support and complement efforts by 

provinces, territories and stakeholders toward a collective goal of a sustainable and successful 

international education sector” (Government of Canada, 2019, p. 3).  



96 

 
 

As Australia, the USA and Canada exemplify, despite the differences in managing the 

higher education sectors at the national level, these countries have succeeding at articulating 

the importance of developing the international dimension in their regional higher institutions 

and responding not only to local needs, but also to the global agenda. Furthermore, below I 

take into consideration the example of a neighboring Russian country which has a large 

territory, a number of regional universities, and was once part of the Soviet Union.  

In Kazakhstan, one of the strategic neighboring countries of Russia, 

internationalization of regional universities has recently become an important area of 

development. The higher education map of Kazakhstan shares many similarities with the 

Russian one: there have been several reforms in higher education during the 2000s-2010s and 

most of them were implemented in order to advance institutions in two leading cities: Astana 

and Almaty. Regional universities in Kazakhstan, the same as in Russia, have had 

significantly fewer chances to develop internationally in the Soviet Union context where 

“universities were part of a supply chain in the planned economy, producing graduates who 

would then be distributed to workplaces” (Jumakulov & Ashirbekov, 2016). 

In 2018, the British Council elaborated a report, Internationalization at Kazakhstani 

Regional Universities, supporting the Government of Kazakhstan. The document provides a 

number of recommendations and shows that the interest in this topic of the national agenda 

continues to grow (British Council, 2018, pp. 2-3). The universities were recommended to 

analyze student demands for foreign languages and introduce foreign languages as an 

obligatory part of the undergraduate curriculum; obtain international accreditations; expand 

partnership with foreign universities; develop joint programs with local industries in 

accordance with cross-border business demands; recruit faculty members with international 

doctorate degrees; and issue information sheets regarding the university’s internationalization 

strategy and procedures to initiate new international partnerships and others. Aside from 
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specific recommendations (i.e., to pursue the Washington Accord international accreditation 

for undergraduate degrees in engineering), the British Council also advised on ways to 

institutionalize the international dimension and expand the influence of regional Kazakhstan 

universities abroad. 

In conclusion, the importance of the international dimension for regional universities 

is shared among all of the above-mentioned countries. However, it is articulated at different 

levels: while initiatives have been started by the government in Australia and Kazakhstan, 

they were mostly initiated by the universities themselves in the USA and Canada, despite 

discussions on this issue taking place at governmental level as well. Moreover, the 

internationalization of regional universities in these countries takes place at different stages. 

While many regional universities in Australia, Canada and the USA have already 

incorporated the development of the international dimension into their mission and strategy, 

most universities in Kazakhstan are only at the beginning. In the next section I will discuss 

government initiatives to develop and internationalize regional universities in Russia. 

2.7.3 Two Modes of Regional University Development in Russia 

The section reviews recent and existing national programs in Russia which involve 

regional universities. In the case of the Russian Federation, there is no unified strategy for 

higher education internationalization and trajectory for the development of regional 

universities. However, two major government initiatives were launched in order to support 

the development of regional universities in the 2010s. They both covered selected groups of 

universities with state or federal status. Furthermore, in 2021, a support program for Russian 

universities, Priority 2030, was launched (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the 

Russian Federation, 2021). It provided resources for a significantly larger number of regional 

universities than the two previous initiatives. In this section, first I summarize the two modes 
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of development that regional universities could follow in the 2010s and then overview the 

recently announced program. 

The first one was the Russian excellence initiative Project 5-100, which gathered 21 

universities, in which half of the participants were located in Russian regions. As detailed in 

section 2.2, the project was launched in 2013 with the aim of providing entrance into the top 

100 institutions of the leading international rankings (QS, THE, ARWU) to at least five 

Russian universities. The goal of the excellence initiative had received a lot of criticism, and 

was modified during the project to increase the competitiveness of a group of Russian 

universities. 

Another project is that of the Flagship Universities initiative (Ministry of Science and 

Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 2018). In this program, a flagship university is a 

higher education institution focused on supporting the local labor market with highly 

qualified alumni, solving problems of the economy in regions and doing technological and 

innovation-based projects jointly with a region and its corporate sector. More than 30 

universities participated in the initiative. The universities of Project 5-100 could not apply for 

participation in this program, since the so-called federal universities and all the other 

universities were located in Moscow and St. Petersburg. The flagship universities were 

chosen on a competitive basis, but almost all applying institutions took part in the program. 

The program lasted five years and included the goals of modernization of education and 

research, development of human resources potential, contribution to the local communities, 

urban and regional environment and others. The key performance indicators included 

publications in Scopus and Web of Science journals, number of alumni employed in their 

region during one year after graduation, cumulative turnover of small innovative enterprises 

created on the basis of the university and others. 
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Ovchinnikova et al. (2018, p. 138) wrote that, despite the flagship universities taking 

their first steps within the program, the previous two years of the project implementation 

showed “great results”. More than 70% of flagship universities started an active partnership 

with regional industries and stimulated the increase of the regional economy, which was 

particularly important for those regions with a low economic activity. 

Nevertheless, the regional focus of the Flagship Universities program has drawn the 

criticism of some researchers. Ivanov and Sokol-Nomokonov (2018, p. 21) agreed that it is 

important to stimulate regional development with the efforts of universities, but noted that 

such an approach leads to a number of system restrictions that can restrain development in 

some cases. The authors claimed that universities are on the open market and thus their 

growth can be achieved in a much wider territory than one region only. This is important for 

small innovative enterprises that can act in a broader geographical region and for graduates 

that can be employed within the national or international labor market. According to their 

study, the approach of the regional dimension does not only work well for technical 

universities that form the majority of the program participants. 

During the 2010s, there was a trend of dividing selected Russian regional universities 

into local (flagship universities) and potentially international ones (Project 5-100) according 

to the national policy. Not every regional university in Russia was ready to perform 

internationally and the institutions’ missions varied in terms of their geographical application. 

At the same time, such a division could bring significant restrictions for development, as 

indicated by the critics. Thus, a new program which includes both types of institutions and 

combines both the regional and international dimensions was founded in 2021. In contrast 

with Project 5-100 and Flagship Universities, the aim of the newly launched initiative, 

Priority 2030 (Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 2021), is 

to provide support for a large number of Russian universities: “to form more than 100 
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progressive modern universities in Russia which will become the centers of research, 

technological and socio-economic development of the country”. 

Ural Federal University chose to participate in an excellence initiative in order to 

develop its international dimension and contribute to the global community between the two 

possible options for regional universities in 2010s. After applying to the scheme, it won the 

competition and became a participant of Project 5-100. In the present work, I study UrFU’s 

internationalization between 2013 and 2020, the same time period of Project 5-100. In the 

meantime, it is worth mentioning that UrFU entered the recently launched Priority 2030 

program with the hope of supporting its efforts invested in the international dimension during 

the first Russian excellence initiative. Based on the reviewed literature in this chapter, in the 

following section I detail the objective of my study and outline the key research questions. 

2.8 Study Objective and Key Research Questions 

In this section, first I summarize the key topics that were discussed in this chapter, 

then I explain my rationale, and finally I formulate the aim of the present study and two key 

research questions.  

This literature review has provided an overview of excellence initiatives and 

implementation of the Russian excellence initiative Project 5-100. It outlined various 

definitions of internationalization, it illustrated the evolution of its concept, and it explained 

why the definition by de Wit et al. (2015) was chosen as a reference point for this study (see 

section 2.3.1). The chapter then provided the classifications of rationales for 

internationalization. Furthermore, the practices of developing internationalization in BRICS 

countries were examined and China was taken as an example in order to identify existing 

studies on the impact of excellence initiatives on the international dimension of universities. 

The chapter also reviewed the theoretical models and practical approaches to the assessment 

of the quality of internationalization. It indicated the ways in which regional universities’ 
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internationalization is relevant to UrFU and the characteristics of business school 

internationalization for one of the academic units under investigation, GSEM. These will be 

taken into account during the comparative analysis of UrFU’s academic units.  

The process of higher education internationalization is discussed in the present study 

for a regional university in Russia before and during the implementation of the excellence 

initiative and from a unique national and institutional perspective. The slant of the research 

derived from my professional experience in administrating and managing the processes of 

internationalization at a regional Russian university between 2014 and 2019 and, thus, my 

personal interest in this topic. Although some research on the internationalization of Russian 

universities and the impact of the excellence initiative Project 5-100 on this process is 

available and summarized in section 2.2, these studies are primarily focused on quantitative 

outcomes and the estimation of efficiency. Few scholars have examined the qualitative 

changes brought by the rapid growth of internationalization under Project 5-100, such as 

change in research strategies, teaching and learning, quality assurance, development of 

services or understanding of internationalization.  

A unique element of the present research is the investigation into the development of 

internationalization in three UrFU’s academic units. This analysis has led to the identification 

of various internationalization strategies chosen by the academic units which could be also 

adopted by other regional institutions participating in excellence initiatives around the world.  

Following on from this, the aim of the present research is to study the 

internationalization process in a regional Russian university according to the rationales which 

drove the internationalization of the academic units, the chosen strategies and features of their 

implementation, as well as the development of services. 

In view of the discussed issues, the following key research questions have emerged: 
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• How has participation in Project 5-100 strengthened the international positioning 

of Ural Federal University and its three academic units in 2013-2020? 

• How has internationalization of research and education at Ural Federal University 

and its three academic units been repositioned during Project 5-100 with regard to 

rationales, research and educational strategies and services?  
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3. Research Design and Methodology 

This chapter describes the methodology and design employed in the present study to 

address the research questions. The chapter provides explanations as to why a case study was 

used as the primary method and why positioning theory was chosen as a theoretical 

framework for the case studies of the academic units under investigation. A description of the 

techniques used for the document analysis and the interviews are also provided. 

3.1 Research Questions 

As described in section 2.8, the aim of the present research is to study the evolution of 

international positioning in a regional Russian university across its chosen strategies, 

services, and rationales which drove the internationalization of the academic units. My choice 

to study internationalization through the listed dimensions was based on my professional and 

educational background. Working at Ural Federal University during Project 5-100, I noticed 

how dynamic the development of internationalization was in comparison to the previous 

years when I was a student at the university.  

The review of literature on excellence initiatives worldwide and Project 5-100 (see 

Chapter 2), in particular, strengthened my hypothesis that these programs can drastically 

transform internationalization in participating institutions. I reviewed several studies on the 

change of indicators related to the international dimension during excellence initiatives; 

however, I was interested in what happens to the strategies and international services of the 

institutions when such rapid transformations take place and how their positioning develops 

throughout these projects. Since I found a limited number of case studies in the Russian 

context, in order to shape my research questions and the slant of my literature review, I 

studied the benchmarking research on the internationalization of universities in the BRICS 

countries. I also reviewed the literature on the phenomenon of internationalization and the 
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related concepts. This helped me to choose a starting point for my research questions – the 

definition of internationalization.  

I realized that I should take into account the particular characteristics of Ural Federal 

University that could potentially influence its internationalization. First, as regards the impact 

of Project 5-100, I wondered whether the excellence initiative was the only factor influencing 

the rapid internationalization or there were other reasons. For this purpose, I studied the 

literature on rationales of internationalization and this helped me to shape the second research 

question and the research design. 

Second, in collaboration with my colleagues from the universities in Moscow and St. 

Petersburg, I realized that the institutions located in the “two Russian capitals”, as these cities 

are called, and the regional universities had different positions in terms of the various aspects 

of internationalization: attractiveness for researchers, recognition worldwide, easiness of 

providing student exchange. Then, I explored the literature on the internationalization of 

regional institutions in Russia and abroad to learn about the strategies that governments and 

institutions choose for their path to internationalization. 

Project 5-100 was aimed at improving the competitiveness of Russian universities in 

the global arena. The development of an international dimension was a priority together with 

the increase of research productivity and the improvement of positions in the rankings. At the 

same time, the excellence initiative provided freedom to the participating universities within 

the framework of the given KPIs to choose the appropriate strategies and methods to 

internationalize both research and education. 

As a result of the identification of gaps in the literature on the international 

positioning of regional Russian universities and their consideration in the context of my 

institution, the key research question of the present study was formulated:  



105 

 
 

In what way has participation in Project 5-100 strengthened the international 

positioning of Ural Federal University and its three academic units? 

The impact of Project 5-100 on the development of internationalization-related 

indicators among the participants of the excellence initiative has been widely studied both by 

Russian academics and their international colleagues. These studies are highly appreciated for 

providing a bird’s-eye view of the transformations. At the same time, being a part of the 

UrFU community during the 5-100 implementation, I was interested in how the self-

awareness of the university community on aspects of internationalization changed during the 

excellence initiative and how a renewed self-image was conveyed on the international scene.  

Furthermore, as far as the difference among international dimensions at the level of 

academic units, I was interested in how these choose different strategies within the same 

context of a larger institution and KPIs set out by an excellence initiative. I was particularly 

concerned about the rationales of internationalization and strategies and services of business 

schools since I was working in a university where a business school had increased its 

autonomy in comparison to other academic units. This is a common pattern for many 

university business schools worldwide, which is why I dedicated a full section to this in my 

Literature Review (Chapter 2).  

The review of the listed categories of literature helped me to formulate a second 

research question which also became a basis for constructing the answer to the first one: 

How has internationalization of research and education at Ural Federal University 

and its three academic units been repositioned during Project 5-100 with regard to 

rationales, research and educational strategies and services? 

3.2 Researcher’s Position: Ontology, Epistemology and Human Nature 

The choice of research methods and research design for this study was developed in 

line with the researcher’s positionality and was inherently, but not exclusively, contingent on 
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the researcher’s positionality. First of all, it was based on the author’s ontological 

assumptions: I believe that, in line with social constructivism theory, the social world, which 

includes the topic of my research, is “socially constructed, subjectively experienced and the 

result of human thought as expressed through language” (Sikes, 2004, p. 20). Thus, my 

position made the collection of personal perceptions and subjective accounts an integral part 

of this study in order to answer the research questions. 

Secondly, I believe that knowledge in the area of social studies and, in particular, 

educational research, is rather experiential and subjective. Such an epistemological position 

made it necessary to include the accounts given by the study participants into the scope of the 

research. However, in this case the crucial challenge was to verify whether the received 

information matched reality. Thus, document analysis and the study of context, which are 

compulsory for the triangulation of methods and for decreasing biases, were employed. 

Finally, I have considered the research participants as individuals who initiated 

actions and made choices even in the conditions of the strict requirements imposed by Project 

5-100 and UrFU. This assumption allowed me to assume that various academic units of the 

same university and within the same excellence initiative could choose different strategies of 

internationalization. This position on human nature and agency also allowed me to 

contextualize a range of opinions given by the study participants during the interviews. 

3.3 Theoretical Framework: Positioning Theory 

Since the study focuses on the factors that impact the international positions of the 

university and academic units, positioning theory was chosen as a relevant theoretical 

framework for constructing the case studies of this research. This section begins by 

considering the roots of positioning theory and providing the definitions of positioning and its 

relevant concepts. An explanation of how positioning theory matches my research interests is 

provided along with an indication of the forms of positioning research and a description of 
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the advancement of positioning theory application. The section concludes with an overview 

of criticism towards the theory. 

Positioning theory is aligned with the ontology of the present research as it acts within 

social constructivism and is based on the idea that everyday life consists of distinctive 

episodes that concurrently make up our biographies, in particular, and the entire social world 

in general (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999, p. 4). The publication “Positioning: The 

Discursive Production of Selves” by Davies and Harré (1990) introduced what is known as 

positioning theory into the social sciences. The theory has its roots in a number of fields that 

include linguistics and speech act theory (i.e., Searle, 1979), social psychology and the work 

of Vygotsky (1978), philosophy of language (i.e., Bakhtin et al., 1981; Wittgenstein, 1953), 

sociology and, in particular, Goffman’s writings (i.e., Goffman, 1974; 1981). Davies, Harré, 

van Langenhove, Bamberg and Moghaddam have been considered as the key contributors to 

the theoretical framework until the present time (i.e., Bamberg, 1997, 2004; Davies, 1991; 

Davies & Harré, 1990, Harré et al., 2009; Harré & Slocum, 2003; Harré & van Langenhove, 

1991; Moghaddam, 1999, 2017; van Langenhove & Harré, 1999). The theory found a wide 

application as an analytical lens in the fields which include, but are not limited to education, 

communication, anthropology and political science. 

According to the theory, positioning is “the discursive construction of personal stories 

that make a person’s actions intelligible and relatively determinate as social acts and within 

which the members of the conversation have specific locations.” (van Langenhove & Harré, 

1999, p. 17). Following on from this, the position or location in a conversation is “a 

metaphorical concept through reference to which a person’s ‘moral’ and personal attributes as 

a speaker are compendiously collected”. We can understand a specific position from a 

person’s signals regarding the attitude towards a subject with respect to a character and role 

(van Langenhove & Harré, 1999, p. 17). Positions in a conversation have been linked to 
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storylines which could represent typical relationships between persons, a narrative form such 

as comedy or tragedy, or communicate a personal story of a speaker/be a part of a larger story 

of a group of persons. Each storyline consists of speech-acts that are excerpts of a speech 

which are socially significant in a given situation for communicators (van Langenhove & 

Harré, 1999, p.18). The structure of conversation has been determined by the triad of 

positions, storylines from which they flow, and speech-acts. The connections between the 

elements of the triad are shown in Figure 1 using the example of an interview excerpt with a 

study participant (see the details of the interview context in Chapter 6, section 6.2.3).  

 

Figure 1 

The Positioning Theory Triad 
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could be interpreted as forced positioning by the university as a whole, or whether this 

transformation happened naturally based on the initial storylines. The research design is 

described in section 3.4 of the present chapter and the findings of the case studies can be 

found in chapters 5, 6, 7. 

Positions can emerge both naturally out of the existing context and intentionally when 

a speaker designedly takes a specific position through speech-acts. Since individuals are able 

to change their naturally flown positions, several forms characterize possible positioning. 

These variations are collected into publications by Harré et al. (2009) and van Langenhove 

and Harré (1999) and are listed in Table 6. They have been further used for the construction 

of the case studies in the present research.   

 

Table 6 

Forms of Positioning Research  

Form of positioning Description 

First order positioning It occurs when individuals use several categories and storylines in order to 

locate themselves and/or others within an essential moral space. 

Second order 

positioning 

It occurs when the first order positioning is not assumed by one of the 

persons participating in the discussion. 

Moral positioning It occurs with respect to the moral orders in which individuals do social 

actions. 

Personal positioning It occurs when persons position themselves or others in terms of 

individual attributes and particularities. 

Self-positioning It occurs when somebody positions him/herself. 

Other positioning It occurs when somebody positions somebody else. 

Tacit positioning It occurs when individuals do not position themselves or others 

intentionally or even in a conscious way. 

Intentional positioning It occurs when people position themselves or others intentionally. 

Deliberate self-

positioning 

It occurs when a person wants to express him/her identity. Such 

positioning is implemented in three ways: by stressing one’s agency, by 

referring to one’s unique point of view, or by referring to events in 

one’s biography. 

Forced self-positioning It occurs when positioning was initiated by somebody else rather than the 

person involved. 

 



110 

 
 

Table 6 (continued) 

Deliberate positioning 

of others 

It occurs when people deliberately position another person in either the 

presence or absence of the one being positioned. 

Forced positioning of 

others 

It involves at least three individuals and occurs in either the presence or 

absence of the one being positioned. 

Prepositioning It occurs when skills, character traits, facts of biography appear that 

deemed relevant to whatever positioning is going forward. 

Prepositioning might be both positive or negative. 

Repositioning Major change of positioning. Apart from second order positioning, it may 

take place when the first positioning is both taken or not by another 

person(s). 

Note. Adapted from (1) “Recent Advances in Positioning Theory”, by. R. Harré, F. M. 

Moghaddam, T. P. Cairnie, D. Rothbart, and S. R. Sabat., 2009, Theory & Psychology, 19(1), 

5–31 (https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354308101417), (2) “Introducing Positioning Theory”, by 

L. van Langenhove & R. Harré, 1999, in “Positioning theory: Moral contexts of intentional 

action”, 1st ed., by L. van Langenhove & R. Harré, pp. 14-31, Blackwell. 

 

Although initially positioning theory rooted in the cognitive psychology of social 

action and was used for analyses on individuals only, it was later applied by social 

researchers to other levels of analysis. As Harré et al. (2009) noted regarding advances in the 

theory:  

 

Positioning theory also allows for a very natural expansion of scale, from the analysis 

of the dynamics of person-to-person encounters to the unfolding of interactions 

between nation states. In both cases the primary medium of interactions is discursive. 

The scale ranges from intimate conversations through to the discursive institutions by 

means of which even acts of war are given meaning in a framework of rights and 

duties by the public media. (p. 6) 

 

https://doi.org/10.1177/0959354308101417
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Due to the ample ground for its applications, positioning theory has been widely used 

by a number of social researchers. During recent years, its application to educational studies 

has also grown to include higher education studies (Barnes, 2004; Green & Whitsed, 2012; 

Ritchie, 2002; Whitsed & Volet, 2013), professional education (Philips et al., 2002), literacy 

and language research (McVee et al., 2018a, 2018b; McVee, 2011; 2014; 2017), learner 

competences (Pinnow & Chval, 2015), and other educational research. 

Zelle (2009) hypothesized that positioning theory could enforce the analysis of 

organizational change scenarios and used it as evidence from Australian higher education 

policies on the identities of full-time academics. The study was characterized by the 

application of positioning theory at various levels: people, institutions, and societies, which 

also correspond to the micro, meso and macro level: “one of the most promising yet and most 

underutilized aspects of positioning theory, namely its potential to bridge the analytical gap 

between people, institutions, and societies as levels of social analysis (micro, meso, macro), 

remains largely underexplored in the current literature.” (p. 1). The present study also 

involved other levels into the analysis: the university, academic units, and university 

employees. 

Since it is a widely used analytical framework, positioning theory has been criticized 

for several aspects. One criticism comes from Gergen, a critic of Harré’s realism, who notes 

the importance of moving towards “practical utility” (Gergen, 2019, p.78) rather than mere 

attempts of representing the world. It should be noted that Harré realized the importance of 

the theory’s applicability in later publications: “Like all good theories, positioning theory is a 

very practical tool and can help us navigate the real world” (Harré and Moghaddam, 2003a, 

p. 10). Another aspect of criticism refers to the quality of the application of positioning 

theory. Scholars stress that many authors simply apply the metaphor of positioning theory 

rather than intently studying the positions, speech acts and storylines (McVee, 2017). In 
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addition, a careful application of methods and approaches is needed (McVee, 2020; Van 

Langenhove, 2020). Further criticism addresses the fact that researchers rely on speech and 

written text only while ignoring glances, gestures and other forms of non-verbal language.  

In addition, it has been pointed out (Potter, 2001; Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2003) that 

the idea that the contributors of the theory mostly addressed concerns contrived examples of 

speech acts and could work more with “the naturalistic data” (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2003, 

p.175). It should be noted here that, indeed, the early works of Harré and van Langenhove 

(1999) included many created speech acts. However, several later works relied on real-life 

examples, such as Harré and Moghaddam (2003b); Walton et al (2003), Moghaddam et al. 

(2003) and others. 

Finally, some criticism concerns the overemphasis of verbal and written speech for 

positioning theory and non-considering actions or artefacts for representing moral orders and 

position individuals. For example, van Langenhove (2017, p.3) notes that actions, such as 

driving a car or going to a pub, could be performed as meaningful events, because people 

define, encapsulate and shape these events. In another work, Jaspal et al. (2016) provide an 

example of the use of the hijab as a symbol of the Iranian revolution (pp. 270–271) becoming 

a material representation of the moral order. It should be noted that this aspect of criticism is 

quite rarely met in the literature as opposed to the previous ones (McVee et al., 2018b). 

Since positioning theory generates various criticisms, the present study serves as a 

response to several of its aspects. First, the thesis demonstrates how the theory was applied to 

real-life contexts and provides an analysis of “naturalistic data” (Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 

2003, p.175). Second, it contributes to “the practical utility” of the theory (Gergen, 2019, 

p.78) due to elaboration of recommendations for the studied university and useful insights for 

other higher education institutions in a similar context. Positioning theory was chosen for the 

purposes of this research since it is usually adopted for analyzing different types of discursive 
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practices. Within this framework, it was applied to the analysis of the written documents and 

transcriptions of interviews and it allowed me to determine the positions chosen by the 

university, each academic unit, and academics in relation to UrFU’s international dimension. 

3.4 Research Design 

3.4.1 The Case Study as the Main Research Method 

The research design was chosen based on the central role of the case study approach. 

The research questions were addressed by constructing case studies of three academic units in 

UrFU. The method was identified as the most suitable way to conduct the research and was 

ideal in providing the most complete answers to the research questions since these address the 

international positioning of Ural Federal University and its three academic units and 

repositioning of internationalization during Project 5-100. 

According to Yin (2009, p. 18), a case study is “an empirical inquiry that investigates 

a contemporary phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life context, especially when the 

boundaries between phenomenon and context are non-clearly evident”. The case study 

approach allows for a combination of methods and provides an in-depth analysis of the object 

under investigation. Punch (2005) hypothesized the use of multiple methods in his definition 

of the case study research:  

 

The basic idea is that one case (or perhaps a small number of cases) will be studied in 

detail, using whatever methods seem appropriate. While there may be a variety of 

specific purposes and research questions, the general objective is to develop as full an 

understanding of that case as possible. (p. 144) 

 

Another reason to choose this method essentially arises from the specific features of 

the research questions. Yin (2009, p. 10) wrote that “the first and most important condition 
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for differentiating among the various research methods is to classify the type of research 

question being asked”. Yin (2009, p. 13) also added that the case study method provides a 

distinguishing advantage in order to answer “a ‘how’ or ‘why’” question regarding a 

concurrent collection of events, which were not controlled by the investigator.  

While a researcher has limited time and resources for answering their research 

questions, correctly conducted case studies allow for the generalization of the results over a 

broader sample. Silverman (2009) indicated that the generalizability of case studies can be 

obtained in several ways which include various methods: targeted sampling taking into 

account time and resources or theoretical sampling, as well as analytical models assuming the 

presence of generalizability in all cases. 

Other ways to ensure the generalizability of case studies could be found in 

Hammersley’s (1992) work, in which the author suggested several modes for each single case 

study: gaining information about the relevant issues of the case study population and 

comparing the studied case to them, using a survey on a random sample of case studies, or 

carrying out ethnographic studies. 

For the purposes of the present research, case studies were constructed with the use of 

four different methods: analysis of institutional context, document analysis, thematic analysis 

of interviews, and questionnaire for rationale prioritization. The present research did not set a 

goal to ensure the generalization of its results to other universities since various factors 

influence the internationalization processes of universities around the world, as shown in 

sections 2.3.2 and 2.4. The implementation of excellence initiatives also varies from country 

to country. Nevertheless, the results could be helpful for regional universities in Russia and 

abroad, as well as for universities in developing countries which aim to improve their global 

positioning and internal processes of internationalization. This research illustrates how 

articulated international positioning could be changed in the medium term, which strategies 
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of internationalization have been successful for the university and its various academic units 

and why. Other institutions may consider three different approaches to repositioning within 

the context of a growing internationalization, which are described in chapters 5, 6, and 7. The 

outcomes could also be taken into account by the stakeholders of universities which are 

facing a rapid internationalization. 

The use of multiple methods led to a combination of inductive and deductive 

reasoning in the present study. The analysis of context was carried out in line with an 

inductive approach since the analysis of the respective data sources (see their list in section 

3.6.1) was followed by the identification of trends which led to the conclusions. The thematic 

analysis of interviews was also performed in accordance with inductive reasoning via open-

ended interviews and an open coding procedure. In contrast, document analysis was a 

deductive method as it included predetermined themes and rubrics (see respective tables in 

sections 5.2.1, 6.2.1, 7.2.1) and followed the idea of an increasing importance of international 

positioning for the academic units. RPE was also accomplished deductively based on a close-

end questionnaire. Table 7 illustrates how the four methods were used to answer the research 

questions and construct the case studies. Positioning theory was applied as an analytical tool 

to interpret the data in both research questions. 

 

Table 7 

Triangulation of Research Methods in Relation to the Research Questions  
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Research question 
Research 

methods 

Level of 

analysis 
Analyzed data 

Reasoning 

1)     In what way has 

participation in Project 5-

100 strengthened the 

international positioning 

of UrFU and its three 

academic units? 

Analysis  

of context 

  

Institution Official UrFU website and university 

documents dedicated to: 

• History of UrFU and its 

internationalization 

• UrFU mission and vision 

• Transformation of organizational 

structure 

• Dynamics of 5-100 KPI 

performance  

• Evolution of international 

positioning 

Inductive 

Academic 

units 

• Transformation of academic units' 

organizational structure 

• Dynamics of 5-100 KPI 

performance  

Inductive 

Document 

analysis 

Academic 

units 

Speech-acts of strategic documents 

related to international positioning of 

academic units 

Deductive  

2) How has 

internationalization of 

research and education at 

UrFU and its three 

academic units been 

repositioned during 

Project 5-100 with regard 

to… rationales, 

RPE Institution RPE responses by university 

leadership and middle management 

Deductive  

 
Academic 

units 

RPE responses by faculty members of 

academic units 

Deductive  

Thematic analysis 

of interviews 

Institution, 

academic 

units 

Speech-acts of interviews related to 

rationales of internationalization 

Inductive  

… research and 

educational strategies, 

Thematic analysis 

of interviews  

Institution, 

academic 

units 

Speech-acts of interviews related to 

research and educational strategies of 

internationalization 

Inductive  

Analysis  

of context 

Institution, 

academic 

units 

Fact-checking of specific data 

provided during interviews 

Inductive 

… services? Thematic analysis 

of interviews  

Institution, 

academic 

units 

Speech-acts of interviews related to 

services 

Inductive 

Analysis  

of context 

Institution, 

academic 

units 

Fact-checking of specific data 

provided during interviews 

Inductive 
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Due to time constraints and limited resources for completing this thesis, specific 

parameters were set for constructing the case studies. The research focused on the strategic 

level of internationalization and included the analysis of individual study participants’ self-

positioning in relation to internationalization, and more specifically, their active or passive 

roles in this process. This complemented the institutional side of the study. The research took 

into account facts and figures from questionnaires and officially published information, as 

well as interviews with administration staff and academics of the university. The perceptions 

of the students or the assessment of student satisfaction on international education in the 

universities were not included into the research scope since my research interest lies in 

understanding why certain choices have been made and how they have been 

implemented. Details on the types of data for each of the four research methods are provided 

in sections 3.4.2 – 3.4.5. 

The analysis is carried out on two levels: the university as a whole, represented in 

chapter 4 Institutional Context, and the academic units as represented in three case studies in 

chapters 5-7. The rationale for choosing these academic units is presented in section 3.5. 

Since the methods of collecting and analyzing data were identical for all three case studies, 

these share a high level of comparability and are ideal for obtaining answers to the research 

questions. 

3.4.2 The Analysis of Context for the Institution and Academic Units 

UrFU, as any other organization, acts in a historical, sociocultural, economic and 

political context which has shaped the norms, values and expectations of the processes which 

take place in the organization (Suddaby et al., 2010, p. 1235). The institutional context is also 

responsible for “strengthening the organizational characteristics, for maintaining patterns of 

continuity” (Dopson & Fitzgerald, 2005, p. 79). 
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For the purposes of this research, four dimensions of the institutional context were 

analyzed: 

• history  

• governance and university structure  

• organizational re-structuring as a result of participation in Project 5-100 

• internationalization process  

The financial dimension was not included within the scope of the research since the 

present work aims to study the impact of Project 5-100 on the university and its academic 

units rather than analyzing the efficiency of the excellence initiative funding allocation.  

In terms of academic units, the following dimensions of context were included into 

the research scope: 

• history  

• organizational restructuring 

• academic unit structure 

• internationalization of education during Project 5-100 

• internationalization of research during Project 5-100 

3.4.3 Document Analysis 

Document analysis was chosen to systemize “a procedure for reviewing or evaluating 

documents—both printed and electronic (computer-based and Internet-transmitted) material” 

(Bowen, 2009, p. 27). The method has often been used together with other qualitative 

research methods as a tool for triangulation, which is “the combination of methodologies in 

the study of the same phenomenon” (Denzin, 1970, p. 291). The analysis of documents 

proved useful for answering both research questions and allowed me, first, to track how the 

international positioning of Ural Federal University evolved and, second, to show how 
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internationalization was repositioned over time. In this research, document analysis pursued 

several goals. 

The first was to obtain background material for holding further interviews. Indeed, the 

collection of information during the background analysis not only helped to develop the 

structure of interviews and questions, but also to identify preliminary answers on the 

development of internationalization as a result of Project 5-100. 

The second aim was to achieve a historical perspective of each academic unit’s 

development. The document analysis contributed to the investigation of the role of Project 5-

100 and its level of internationalization when the excellence initiative was in its infancy. It 

also helped to determine the positioning of each academic unit at the launch of Project 5-100 

and it allowed me to follow the evolution of the storylines connected with the international 

dimension during the years of the excellence initiative. The analysis also defined the current 

international positioning of the academic units. 

Finally, the analysis was a verification tool as it allowed for the cross-check of the 

interviews’ outcomes and questionnaires on rationales prioritization. Bowen (2009, p. 28) 

wrote that qualitative researchers usually employ multiple (at least two) sources of evidence 

through the application of various data sources and research methods in order to seek 

validation and convergence. This could include not only documents, but also interviews, 

observation and physical artifacts (Yin, 2009). The purpose of triangulation is “to provide a 

confluence of evidence that breeds credibility” (Eisner, 1991, p.110). Document analysis has 

been considered to be particularly applicable in qualitative case studies (Stake, 1995; Yin, 

2009). The description of the stages of document analysis in the present study is given in 

section 3.6.2 Data for Document Analysis. 

As I was attempting to describe the public self-positioning of the academic units, I 

came across public documents in my analysis, and namely, strategic plans that reflected the 
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official existing and desired positioning strategy in all the aspects addressed in the present 

work: international positioning of UrFU, rationales of internationalization, research and 

educational strategies of internationalization and international services. The document 

analysis of this research includes the following records available in open sources: 

1. Strategic plans of each academic unit issued in 2011 prior to Project 5-100. 

2. Strategic plans of each academic unit issued during Project 5-100, in the years 

2016-2018. In case an academic unit did not elaborate a strategic plan in this 

period, other strategic documents of the same years were analyzed. 

3. Strategic plans issued in 2020 by the end of Project 5-100, if present. In case an 

academic unit did not elaborate a strategic plan during this period, data from the 

official website from the 2020/2021 academic year were used.  

4. Official websites of academic units as of 2020/2021 academic year in Russian and 

English. 

3.4.4 Rationale Prioritization Exercise 

For the analysis of rationales, I used the Rationale Prioritization Exercise developed 

by Lewis (2007) in order to determine the rationales for internationalization in higher 

education institutions. The exercise was a constant sum questionnaire which allowed the 

study participants to estimate the value of each group of rationales for the internationalization 

of their university and distribute 20 points across the following (Lewis, 2014, pp. 1-2): 

 

1. Prestige rationale […] enhancing the international profile of a university and 

reputation as a world class institution. 

2. Academic rationale […]  ensuring that a global outlook permeates all areas of 

academic activity of a university – from research to the curriculum. 

3. Economic rationale […]  generating significant income from international sources. 
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4. Social rationale […] equipping all its students and staff (and the institution itself) 

to make an effective and informed contribution in a world where borderless careers 

and cross-cultural interaction are the norm.  

 

At the beginning of each interview, I ensured that the study participants were aware 

that each listed point represented a group of rationales and implied quite a broad 

interpretation, but if they saw that another rationale was not listed, they would be able to 

indicate it later in the conversation. Each of our interviews started with a discussion on the 

rationales of internationalization after filling out the questionnaire. Moreover, I realized that 

some rationales overlapped and we discussed this with the study participants as well.  

Lewis (2007, p. 1) recommended using the RPE as part of strategy development 

which helps clarify the rationales for internationalization and identify the gaps between 

reality and aspirations. The exercise could also be used as an integral part of a reviewing 

strategy. The RPE questionnaire is presented in Appendix B. 

In this thesis, the RPE was used for answering the second research question on the 

repositioning of internationalization and provided data triangulation together with a thematic 

analysis of interviews. I analyzed the perception of rationales both at the institutional level, 

where I compared responses from UrFU leadership and middle management, and within three 

case studies, for which I analyzed responses of each academic unit’s study participants. This 

allowed me to compare the perception of rationales across three groups of study participants: 

university leadership, middle management administrators and faculty members, as described 

in section 8.2.1. 
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3.4.5 Interviews 

Qualitative interviews were chosen as a central research method for constructing the 

case studies of four universities. The term interview in this contribution refers to in-depth, 

semi-structured interviews held face-to-face under the form of a conversation. 

The interviews were chosen as the main element of the research design in order to 

understand the perceptions of universities’ academics and staff which were necessary to 

answer the research questions. The data required to formulate the answers was not available 

in any other form, hence why talking to universities’ representatives in the form of semi-

structured interviews was the only way to generate it. 

Holding the interviews not only allowed me to build a comprehensive picture and 

provide opportunities of further thematic analysis, but it also provided the interviewees with a 

chance to “speak in their own voice and express their own thoughts and feelings” (Berg, 

2007, p. 96). 

The interviews were also chosen as a key data collection method due to the fact that 

interviewees may have interpreted the research questions differently had methods such as 

surveys or open-ended questionnaires been employed. Kvale (1996) considered interviews a 

more effective tool for originating narrative data compared to questionnaires since the former 

allows us to study people's views in greater depth. The collection of people’s opinions via 

interviews enabled me to answer the research questions in accordance with my ontological 

position on the socially constructed and subjectively experienced world (see section 3.2 for 

details). 

 Dörnyei (2007, p. 143) noted that the presence of an interviewer helps establish 

mutual trust with study participants. This is explained by the fact that the interviewer may 

reformulate or simplify questions that were not understood by interviewees. As a 
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consequence, more precise answers and more accurate data can be collected by the 

researcher. 

The interviews were held personally with university leadership and administrative 

staff and in groups with faculty members. Initially, I had planned to hold all the interviews as 

offline meetings. Due to the Covid-19 pandemic, part of the interviews was held online in full 

accordance with the interview methodology. The list of interviewees can be found in 

Appendix C, for more details see section 3.6.4. 

The research focus and boundaries of the case studies led to the creation of interview 

guides with a list of open-ended questions that were aimed at addressing the key research 

questions. A specific interview guide was elaborated for each group of study participants (see 

Appendix D). 

The questions in the interview guides were arranged in a given order that defined the 

flow of conversation. At the same time, the questions left enough free space for the 

interviewees to give their own opinion on the object of study. The list of interview questions 

allowed the conversation to be natural and did not imply that the researcher would get correct 

responses. 

3.5 Selection of Case Studies 

Research on the internationalization of UrFU was chosen in light of my great interest 

in strengthening the international dimension of my own university where I held a job 

position. Due to my experience working in one of the studied academic units, I realized that 

the path towards internationalization was different in other schools. Thus, I chose the case 

studies as a tool for carrying out research on “a phenomenon in-depth and within its real-life 

context” (Yin, 2009, p. 18). 

In order to collect the data that would address the research questions, I selected the 

academic units which demonstrated the advanced performance in terms of internationally 
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recognized research, internationalization of the student body, and adherence to global 

standards of education. The choice of the academic units was based on the data received from 

two divisions prior to UrFU Rector’s approval of the current research: UrFU Center for 

Research and Education Monitoring and UrFU Department of Academic Development.  

I considered the following indicators related to international education: number and 

ratio of international students among the whole student body in the academic unit, number 

and ratio of faculty members, number of bachelor’s and master’s programs in English, as well 

as joint and double degree programs. In terms of research-related indicators, the following 

ones were included in the list for consideration: publications indexed in Scopus and Web of 

Science as a whole and per faculty member, number of citations in 2014-2018, amount of 

international funding in 2018 and number of research units headed by world-class researchers 

(in accordance with UrFU classification under Project 5-100), existence of international 

accreditations. The choice of indicators was driven by the priorities of Project 5-100 and 

preliminary discussions with my research supervisor and directors of the two indicated UrFU 

analytical divisions. 

Therefore, INSM matched the first criteria as it was the leading unit within UrFU in 

terms of publications in Scopus and Web of Science databases, as well as in terms of number 

of citations of the respective publications during 2014-2018. The academic unit also 

developed the largest number of laboratories (eight) headed by world-class researchers in the 

university and had the highest number of international faculty members in 2018. On the other 

hand, UrIH had the highest absolute number and percentage of international students during 

2018/2019 among all the academic units in UrFU. GSEM became the first UrFU academic 

unit to receive an international accreditation. It was accredited in 2015 and re-accredited by 

EFMD in 2018 and began its path toward AACSB accreditation in the same year. 
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The selection process of the academic units, which had already shown high 

performance in various aspects of internationalization, made me realize that they had 

probably chosen diverse strategies of internationalization and adapted themselves and their 

strengths to the requirements of Project 5-100. 

3.6 Data Collection 

3.6.1 Data for Analysis of Context 

Table 8 presents the structure and sources of data which I addressed for the analysis 

of context in the present study. 

 

Table 8 

Data Sources for Analysis of Context 

Level of 

analysis 

Data Data sources 

University  

(Chapter 4 

Institutiona

l Context)   

History • Official UrFU website (Ural Federal University, 2022c)  

• UrFU Competitiveness Enhancement Program (Ural 

Federal University, 2013b) 

Governance and 

university structure 

Official UrFU’s website (Ural Federal University, 2022c)   

Organizational 

restructuring  

Presentation on the model of UrFU transformation by 

Koksharov (2016) 

Internationalization 

process 

• Official UrFU’s website (Ural Federal University, 2022c)  

• UrFU Strategic Plan (Ural Federal University, 2009) 

• UrFU Competitiveness Enhancement Program (Ural 

Federal University, 2013b) 

• UrFU Competitiveness Enhancement Program (2018, 

private communication)  
Academic 

units  

(Case studies, 

Chapters 5, 

6, 7) 

History • Strategic plans of the academic units’ predecessors (listed 

in order of their analysis in the case studies):  

(1) Institute of Social and Political Sciences (Ural Federal 

University, 2011d), (2) Institute of Humanities and Arts 

(Ural Federal University, 2011c), (3) Institute of Natural 

Sciences (Ural Federal University, 2011e), (4) Institute of 

Mathematical and Computer Sciences (Ural Federal 

University, 2011f), (5) Graduate School of Economics and 

Management (Ural Federal University, 2011a), (6) Institute 

of Public Administration and Entrepreneurship (Ural 

Federal University, 2011b). 

• Official websites of the academic units 
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Table 8 (continued) 

 

Organizational 

restructuring 

• Analysis of the results of 2015 and the model of 

transformation of UrFU on the basis of strategic academic 

units [Power Point Slides] by V. Koksharov (2016) 

Official websites of the academic units: (1) Ural Institute of 

Humanities (Ural Federal University, 2022d), (2) Institute 

of Natural Sciences and Mathematics (Ural Federal 

University, 2022b), (3) Graduate School of Economics and 

Management (Ural Federal University, 2022a)  

 Academic 

units  

(Case studies, 

Chapters 5, 

6, 7) 

Academic unit structure Official UrFU’s website (Ural Federal University, 2022c)  

Internationalization of 

education during 

Project 5-100 

Data of UrFU’s Department of Academic Development (issued 

upon request, private communication) 

Internationalization of 

research during Project 

5-100 

• Data of UrFU’s Center for Research and Education 

Monitoring (issued upon request, private communication)  

• Presentations on research performance by Kruzhaev (2013), 

Germanenko (2021). 

 

3.6.2 Data for Document Analysis  

According to Bowen (2009, p. 27), document analysis “is a systematic procedure for 

reviewing or evaluating documents—both printed and electronic (computer-based and 

Internet-transmitted) material”. Document analysis, as described in section 3.4.3, may pursue 

various research goals: from obtaining background information and a historical perspective, 

to allow for the cross-check of interview data and factual information from the RPE 

questionnaire.  

I conducted document analysis according to the sequent three steps:  

1. Careful reading of strategic documents and websites.  

2. Extraction of pertinent information which corresponded to the themes and defined 

rubrics.  

3. Formulation of an academic unit positioning for each studied period of time based 

on points 1 and 2. 

As document analysis was essential to answer the first research question (as indicated 

in section 3.4.1), its key goal in the present study was to obtain an understanding of the 

https://urgi.urfu.ru/en/
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international positioning of the academic units and describe the evolution of their positioning 

since before the launch of Project 5-100. The list of sources for document analysis was 

defined according to the key goal and included three strategic plans for the university and 

each academic unit, as well as the official websites of UrFU and the studied academic units 

(see also section 3.4.3 for details). 

 In accordance with the key goal, the themes for document analysis were identified 

before the data collection and included the following: 

1. Positioning prior to Project 5-100. 

2. Positioning during the implementation of Project 5-100. 

3. Positioning by the end of Project 5-100. 

The analysis of documents also included predetermined rubrics:  

• achievements (in relation to international dimension positioning): Research, 

Education and Development 

• goals (in relation to international dimension positioning): Research, Education and 

Development 

The rubrics were applied during the analysis of strategic plans exclusively and were 

not employed if an academic unit had not elaborated a strategic plan during the periods set 

out for the analysis. In this case, it was replaced with another document available for the 

relevant period of time. 

3.6.3 Data for Rationales Prioritization Exercise  

The aim of integrating the RPE into the case study design was to obtain an estimation 

of the rationales for internationalization given by the various groups of study participants: 

university leadership, administrative staff, and faculty members of each studied academic 

unit. As noted in section 3.4.4, the study participants took part in the RPE at the very 

beginning of the meeting and then the interview began with a discussion on the rationales of 



128 

 
 

internationalization. In addition to gathering data with both research methods during the same 

meeting, the RPE and its further discussion acted as a backdrop for the conversation and 

provided a smooth start. The interviews and RPE within this research took place during the 

last stage of Project 5-100 and a year later, in 2021, after my maternity leave. The list of 

interviews in Appendix C illustrates when the data was collected: the onsite interviews were 

held before the COVID-10 Pandemic, the online interviews were conducted after it. The RPE 

consists of two constant sum questions and can be found in Appendix B. The questionnaire 

adopted the most frequently used categories (see section 2.3.2) and suggested the choice 

between Prestige, Academic, Economic, and Social rationales (defined in section 3.4.4).  

Each rationale was accompanied by a short description to clarify the categories to the 

study participants. As Lewis (2007) explained,  

 

the correspondence between the statements and the rationales is […] only 

approximate, but it is believed that the respondent’s allocation of points across the 

different statements provides a realistic reflection of the perceived “balance of 

rationales” for each institution (comprising the percentage of points allocated to each 

rationale and often represented in the form of a pie chart). (p. 36) 

 

The respondents first allocated 20 points in order to draw an existing balance of 

rationales in the university and then did the same exercise for the desired balance of 

rationales. For each case study, as well as for the analysis of the university, overall current 

balance and overall desired balance were estimated. 

At university level, I described the features of the balance for the leadership and for 

the middle management, as illustrated in section 4.6. The aggregated balance of the academic 
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units was shown due to the fact that the overwhelming majority of study participants were 

faculty members, as described in the case studies: sections 5.2.2, 6.2.2, 7.2.2 respectively. 

During the data collection process, each interview began with the RPE survey and its 

further discussion. Thus, the analysis of rationales in each case of this dissertation was 

accompanied by relevant quotes from the transcribed interviews. Chapter 8 provides the 

comparative analysis of rationales for three academic units and management of UrFU. 

3.6.4 Data for Interviews 

In the present research and as with document analysis, the interviews were conducted 

according to the purpose of the study: to obtain information about aspects that could not be 

directly observed, such as opinions, feelings, thoughts, attitudes, etc. (Patton, 2002; Sayre, 

2001). In this case, the aim was to acquire the perspectives of the university leadership, 

international officers, and academics on internationalization during the period of Project 5-

100.  

Patton (2002) identified three approaches for conducting open-ended interviews: the 

informal conversational interview, the general interview guide approach, and the standardized 

open-ended interview. A comparison of these approaches and an adaptation of the chosen 

interview guide approach to my study is presented in Table 9. 

 

Table 9 

Approaches to Open-Ended Interviews  
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Features Informal 

Conversational 

Interview 

Standardized open-

ended interview 

Interview Guide 

Approach 

Interview Guide 

Approach: Application 

to My Study 

Structure Unstructured Semi-structured Semi-structured Semi-structured 

Characteristics • no predetermined 

set of questions; 

• maximum 

flexibility to pursue 

information in any 

direction; 

• most of the 

questions flow 

from the immediate 

context; 

• gathered data are 

different for each 

interviewee; 

• the same person 

can be interviewed 

various times, 

questions will 

change over time. 

• topics, sequence 

and wording of 

questions are 

specified in 

advance; 

• all interviewees are 

asked the identical 

questions in the 

same sequence; 

• completely open-

ended format of 

questions. 

• topics and aspects 

for discussion are 

determined 

preliminary, in 

outline form; 

• interviewer is able 

to choose order 

and wording of 

questions during 

the interview; 

• focus on a 

particular object 

during the 

interview. 

• topics and three 

dimensions for 

discussion were 

determined in 

preliminary interview 

guides; 

• all interviewees in 

respective groups 

(vice-rectors, middle 

management, faculty) 

had similar interview 

guides, but the 

interviewer chose the 

questions, their order 

and wording 

depending on the 

interview process; 

• focus was kept on 

particular aspects that 

could help answering 

the research questions. 

Advantages • increased relevance 

of questions; 

• interviews are built 

on and emerge 

from observations. 

• high comparability 

of data; 

• each topic is 

completed for 

every interviewed 

person; 

• reduced bias; 

• facilitated analysis 

of data. 

• outline of 

questions helps to 

somehow 

systemize data 

and makes them 

more 

comprehensive; 

• interviews remain 

conversational. 

• predetermined 

interview guides 

helped keep the focus 

and make data more 

systematic and 

comparable; 

• interviews were 

conversational. 

Disadvantages • less systematic and 

comprehensive 

than other 

approaches; 

• more difficult for 

data analysis. 

• almost no 

flexibility in 

relating the 

conversation to a 

particular person or 

circumstances; 

• standardized 

questions limit 

naturalness and 

relevance of 

conversation flow. 

• important topics 

can be 

unintentionally 

missed; 

• different wording 

in different 

interviews may 

decrease 

comparability. 

• risk of unintentionally 

missing specific topics 

remained; 

• different wordings 

could lead to variety of 

interpretations and 

possible decrease of 

data comparability. 

Note. Adapted into the table from the text of Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods, 3rd 

ed., by M. Q. Patton, 2002, SAGE Publications. 
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Since the goal of the study was to acquire the perspectives of each respondent and, at 

the same time, obtain a comparable set of data, I chose the interview guide approach. This 

allowed me to cover all the necessary questions for the purposes of the present research and 

keep the natural flow of conversations. 

The interviews in this study covered three dimensions: 

1. Rationales for internationalization. 

2. Strategy of internationalization in research and education. 

3. International services. 

The interviews were held with administrators (leadership and middle-managers) and 

academics. The interviews with representatives of both groups of study participants covered 

all three dimensions. The key difference was connected with the dimension of strategy. While 

representatives of management answered questions on the strategy of internationalization 

from the perspective of active participants of its development while referring to their areas of 

responsibility and discussed it at the institutional level (with the only exception of the 

directors of academic units), faculty members shared their points of view on the given 

strategy of internationalization during Project 5-100 and its implementation at the level of 

academic units and their departments. This was due to the fact that senior management 

representatives directly influenced the decisions on UrFU strategy within Project 5-100 and 

middle managers took part in the meetings of committees and commissions associated with 

5-100 initiatives. If faculty members did not have an administrative position in addition to 

their teaching and research duties, they did not have any power to influence strategic 

decisions related to the excellence initiative.  

The list of respondents included the following representatives: 

Senior Management:  

• three vice-rectors responsible for international development 
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• three directors of academic units 

Administrative staff:  

Six heads of international university offices with internationalization functions:  

• recruitment of international students 

• employment of international faculty members 

• international protocol 

• development of international degree programs 

• network and double degree programs 

• international postdoc programs 

• a head of international affairs in an academic unit, if present 

Faculty:  

• heads of international projects: degree programs or research laboratories, 4-7 

persons in each academic unit 

• international faculty members, 2-5 persons in each academic unit 

• domestic faculty members, 2-5 persons in each academic unit 

The list of respondents for each case study included 12-16 interviewees. Altogether, 

23 interviews with 53 people were held: the whole list of interviews with an indication of the 

online/offline form of the interview is presented in Appendix C. 

At the beginning of each conversation, the interviewer explained the purpose of the 

present research and the main research questions. The interviews were preceded by filling in 

the Informed Consent (as presented in Appendix E). By default, all the interviews were 

recorded for the purposes of data collection, but the interviewee was required to give consent 

for the recording at the beginning of the meeting. All the interviews were later transcribed for 

the thematic analysis (see section 3.6.4). 
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The length of the interviews varied from 45 to 90 minutes depending on the flow of 

conversation and the number of topics to be covered. A coding system for the thematic 

analysis was developed after collecting the data in accordance with the open-coding approach 

(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). If the coding system had been designed before the interviews, there 

could have been the risk to miss some specific points which could only arise during the data 

collection phase.   

The research method of content analysis, which studies textual data to identify 

constructions and patterns, provides the key points on which researchers can concentrate, it 

elaborates categories and collects them into notable constructs (themes) with the aim of 

capturing text meaning (Gray & Densten, 1998; Shoemaker & Reese, 1996), and it ensures 

the comparability of the three case studies. A conceptual framework of positioning theory 

allowed me to identify positions in the text excerpts (speech-acts) which were then 

systemized from raw interview data with the use of content (thematic) analysis. 

Thematic analysis was conducted in accordance with Braun and Clarke’s (2006) 6- 

step framework: this identifies the patterns and themes needed to answer the research 

questions. The analysis was conducted as follows: 

1. Familiarizing with the data. The researcher listened to the transcribed interviews, 

read and re-read them, and noted down the first impressions. 

2. Generating initial codes. The researcher systematically coded relevant features 

across the dataset and generated 76 codes for all interview transcripts. 

3. Making a search for themes. The researcher grouped the transcripts according to 

case studies and university level. The researcher then collated codes into potential 

themes for each case study and the university as a whole, generating relevant data 

for each potential theme. As indicated in section 3.4, thematic analysis was used to 

answer the second research question and, thus, the three general dimensions 
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included the rationales of internationalization, research and educational strategies 

and services. The themes could vary for different academic units depending on the 

codes elaborated in each specific case study.  

4. Reviewing themes. The researcher identified whether the themes worked in 

relation to the coded extracts and the whole dataset, refined themes, and then 

identified any overlaps. 

5. Defining and naming themes. The researcher assigned the features of each theme 

and identified how the themes might relate to each other. The researcher also 

generated names for each theme. The final list of themes is presented in each case 

study. 

6. Producing the report. The researcher produced reporting and discussion of the 

analysis supported by quotes from the transcribed interviews.  

I used Atlas.ti software for the thematic analysis of interviews in the present study.  

3.7 Validation  

As the present study focused on constructing three unique case studies of academic 

units in a regional Russian university, validity was considered in accordance with its 

definition by Schwandt (1997) as “how accurately the account represents participants’ 

realities of the social phenomena and is credible to them” (as cited in Creswell & Miller, 

2000). 

Validity of the present study was provided via several procedures at various research 

stages. First of all, at the very beginning of this research, I received the official approval of 

UrFU Rector for conducting research in the university and gaining support throughout the 

institution and its academic units for the validity of data. As the next step, when choosing the 

research units for the case studies, I collected data from two UrFU departments responsible 

for corresponding statistics and compared them with the data from open sources. In addition, 
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I discussed the choice of academic units for the case studies with my research supervisor and 

directors of these analytical divisions (see section 3.5 for more details).  

The next point was the choice of the research design based on triangulation and the 

use of multiple methods of analysis for each case study and in relation to both research 

questions, as described in section 3.4.1. Thematic and document analyses, as well as the 

analysis of context and RPE, were developed based on the existing literature’s guiding 

principles. Moreover, since the university and academic unit respondents included academics, 

administrative staff and leadership, their responses were complementary and this allowed me 

to verify the data from different perspectives within the same university. I did not suppose 

that multiple methods could lead to bias-free results, but they made the collected data and 

analysis more comprehensive and increased the validity of the interpretation of results. 

Another aspect was the accuracy of data analysis. When performing document and 

context analysis, I obtained data upon request from two further UrFU divisions responsible 

for the recruitment of international faculty members in order to corroborate my conclusions. 

Accuracy in transcribing the interview accounts was also a crucial point. For this purpose, I 

relied on professional transcribers for both interviews in Russian and English and then double 

checked the transcriptions in order to establish the accuracy of transcribed interviews.  

In addition, I employed two lenses for establishing the validity of the study: the 

researcher’s lens whereby “researchers determine how long to remain in the field, whether 

the data are saturated to establish good themes or categories and how the analysis of the data 

evolves into a persuasive narrative” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 125), and the study 

participants’ lens: “checking how accurately participants’ realities have been represented in 

the final account” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 125).  

Finally, prolonged engagement in the field also contributed to this study, since I 

started my research in the middle of Project 5-100 and finished it a year and a half after the 
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excellence initiative had ended. Furthermore, I re-checked data and compared datasets from 

various sources several times throughout this period. This allowed to “gain a credible account 

by building a tight and holistic case” (Creswell & Miller, 2000, p. 128).  

3.8 Research Ethics 

After having been granted access to data collection at UrFU and its academic units by 

the Rector, as described in section 3.7, the personnel were instructed to participate in the 

research. The vice-rectors responsible for their areas of data collection then directed their 

units to assist me in obtaining the necessary information for the present study, both in terms 

of interviews and data collection on the institutional context. The research topic, its goals, 

methods and interview plans were previously approved by the Ethics Committee of 

Università Cattolica del Sacro Cuore.  

In order to conduct the interviews and enlist the study participants’ participation in the 

RPE, I contacted respondents via email or phone. At the beginning of each meeting, the 

respondents were informed about the goals of the present research and were given the details 

regarding the interview process. They were also assured that the conversation would be used 

for research purposes only. In addition, the interviewees were told that the information 

collected would be used in aggregated, confidential and anonymous form and, if consent was 

given, recorded. Moreover, I explained to the study participants that if a quote were to be 

extracted from their interview, it would be integrated into the research anonymously. 

Each interviewee signed the informed consent at the beginning of the interview. The 

consent form briefly described the research and the voluntary and confidential nature of the 

interview and further use of data. The form is presented in Appendix E. 

3.9 Bias and Insider Role 

Working as a manager of international activity at one of the studied academic units as 

my primary position and as a faculty member of the same academic unit on part-time 
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employment, I recognized that my insider role intersected with the purposes of the present 

study. Another fact that influenced the perspective of data analysis stemmed from the fact 

that the research and the interpretation of its results were done by only one person. Therefore, 

it was important to recognize the risks of bias and identify a solution for limiting them in the 

present study.   

Bias is defined as a “systematic error introduced into sampling or testing by selecting 

or encouraging one outcome or answer over others” (Merriam-Webster, 2022). According to 

another definition, with respect to qualitative studies, bias is “any influence that distorts the 

results of a research study. Bias may derive either from a conscious or unconscious tendency 

on the behalf of the researcher to collect data or interpret them in such a way as to produce 

erroneous conclusions that favour their own beliefs or commitments” (Bloor & Wood, 2006, 

p.21). Bloor and Wood (2006) also write that bias could happen at any stage of the research 

process from research design to report writing.  

The concept of bias originates from the quantitative research paradigm (Galdas, 

2017). In quantitative research, the necessary actions to decrease the bias are clearly defined, 

i.e., they include statistical tests to measure the size of an error. However, such actions cannot 

be applied to qualitative studies. The qualitative research paradigm offers other methods to 

decrease bias, such as respondent validation, prolonged involvement into study, independent 

analysis of data by other researchers, triangulation of research methods and others (Smith & 

Noble, 2014).  

Below I describe what actions helped me reduce potential bias. First of all, in 

reference to the whole study process, since I was working in an academic unit and were not 

part of the central division of the university, I was able to achieve a certain degree of 

detachment from the studied institutional aspects between my researcher and professional 

roles. Since most of the interviews were held in other academic units or at university, this 
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also put me in a less-insider position. Additionally, during my PhD studies I went on 

maternity leave; at this time, I was conducting the interviews with the study participants, and, 

in particular with the interviewees from my own research unit. I believe that being 

temporarily away from the academic context allowed me to increase the distance between my 

role as a researcher and my colleagues as study participants. Furthermore, other specific 

actions that I undertook at various stages of my research in order to decrease the risks of bias, 

are indicated in Table 10.  

 

Table 10 

Risks of Bias and Responses to Them 

Risk of bias Potential effect on 

data/findings 

Actions to manage risk 

Design bias  

happens when 

researcher’s preferences 

or beliefs influence the 

choice of research 

methods rather than the 

optimal choice that 

works best to answer 

research questions. 

Incomplete and 

incomprehensive 

response to the chosen 

research questions due 

to inappropriate 

research design 

The research design was revised twice together 

with my research supervisor.  

After the first revision, I changed the scope of the 

research due to the data access. 

After the second, I added positioning theory as a 

theoretical lens since I had noticed that the 

response to my research questions would be 

incomplete without it. 

Selection bias  

takes place when a 

researcher excludes a 

part of population from 

the scope of the 

research 

The selection of three 

academic units makes 

it difficult to 

generalize the results 

at university level. 

 

I included the institutional level into the research 

design, in addition to the academic units: 

interviews, RPE and analysis of context were 

carried out at university level as well.  

Additionally, prior to the selection of academic 

units, I collected data from two departments 

responsible for monitoring UrFU’s indicators of 

internationalization, and discussed the choice of 

academic units with their heads and my research 

supervisor. 
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Table 10 (continued) 

 The selection of study 

participants that are 

the most active 

players in 

international processes 

makes it difficult to 

generalize the results 

at academic units’ 

level. 

I realized from the very beginning of my study 

that the voices of this research belonged to the 

most active employees of the chosen academic 

units in terms of international activities. I made 

an effort to make this cohort of participants as 

diverse as it could be and invited the 

representatives of the following groups to take 

part: domestic faculty, international faculty, 

leaders of academic departments/international 

study programs/international research units, 

heads of international relations, heads of 

academic units.  

I also asked directors and insiders of two 

academic units, where I did not work, to help 

me form the list of employees to invite to the 

interviews in addition to the list of prospective 

study participants that I compiled on the basis of 

open sources. 

 The selection of 

interviewees in my 

own academic unit 

could be biased by my 

ideas on whom to 

invite, and some 

important voices could 

be missed. 

After creating a preliminary list of study 

participants, I discussed it with the head of 

international affairs office and leaders of 

academic departments participating in the 

research in my own academic unit. It allowed 

me to add more people to the list whom I did 

not intend to invite at the beginning. 

Data collection bias 

occurs when the 

researcher’s personal 

point of view on the 

studied questions 

influences the way 

information is collected. 

The risk of missing data 

existed for document 

analysis and close-end 

RPE. 

 

 

In order to reduce the influence of my own 

beliefs, I developed predetermined themes and 

rubrics for document analysis and tried to 

address a unified list of documents for each 

academic unit. I also used a close-end 

questionnaire for the analysis of rationales that 

made responses more unified. 

At the same time, close-end and predetermined 

collection of data generated a high risk of 

missing the ideas that were out of the scope of 

these two methods but were important for my 

case study. That is why I held open-ended 

interviews with the study participants in a semi-

structured format.   

 The risk of biased data 

collection via 

interviews was high as 

my insider position 

could influence the 

interview process 

through the choice of 

questions, wording 

and the whole 

interview process. 

I used a preliminary interview guide which was 

unified for each group of study participants. It 

allowed me to control the focus of interviews, as 

well as to keep the range of questions and their 

wordings available to me during the interviews. 
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Table 10 (continued)  

 My insider role might 

also influence the 

answers of the 

interview participants 

in various ways: it 

could affect the 

readiness of my 

colleagues to 

participate in the 

research, as well as 

the way they provided 

responses during the 

interviews. 

I arranged all the interviews to take place at an 

agreed time and place. I informed the 

respondents, when first contacted via email or 

phone regarding the possibility to hold an 

interview, that this was would be conducted for 

the purposes of my doctoral study on a specific 

topic and was not a meeting to address work 

duties. At the beginning of each interview, the 

respondents were provided with the description 

and goals of the present research. All study 

participants filled in the informed consent 

(presented in Appendix E) on paper for offline 

interviews and electronically for online 

meetings.  

Analysis bias  

happens when the 

researcher’s beliefs lead 

to specific interpretation 

and confirm their 

personal experience. 

The fact that data were 

analyzed only by one 

person led to the risks 

of: 

inaccurate transcription 

of interviews  

As I indicated in section 3.7, the first round of 

transcription was done by professional 

transcribers. Then, in order to minimize the bias, 

I double-checked each interview in order to 

verify the accuracy of the transcription.  

 missing any ideas during 

data analysis 

I fact-checked the analysis with my former UrFU 

colleagues. First, I received four data sets on 

factual information about international students, 

international faculty members and research 

published on international databases by UrFU 

colleagues upon the approval of the Rector, 

which I compared with data in official 

documents and the website. Second, I fact-

checked the conclusions on the analysis of 

context and RPE with an UrFU colleague, who 

was responsible for data monitoring at the 

university. I also did one more round of critical 

review of my coding results in Atlas.TI software 

and an additional round of themes revision 

themes after receiving the comments of my 

research supervisors. 

 

It is also important that researchers interpret data within the framework of qualitative 

studies and not present their conclusions as the one and only true picture: 

 

Principally, … our challenge is not to try and convince that qualitative work reflects 

objective, opinion-free neutrality. Rather, it is to better articulate the unique value 
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that qualitatively derived knowledge can play within a system that measures impact 

through an evidence-based decision-making lens. (Galdas, 2017) 

 

Social scientists agree that qualitative research, in general, and qualitative interviews, 

in particular, cannot be totally objective. Janesick (1998, p. 48) noted that “qualitative 

research depends on the presentation of solid descriptive data” and the interpretation of data 

depends on the perspective of any concrete researcher. Edwards and Holland (2013, p. 84) 

wrote that “by virtue of being human, researchers are not neutral and objective enquirers in 

qualitative interviews but are emotionally engaged participants who are sharing an experience 

with the interviewee”. This viewpoint is aligned with my social constructivist position, 

described in section 3.2, since “social constructivism tells us we build knowledge as ways of 

understanding the world, and that these ways of understanding are a subset of how the world 

could be understood” (Jackson, 2010). 

Moreover, several authors noted that such biases in qualitative research are not only 

inevitable, but also desirable (Glaser, 1992; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). As regards case studies, 

Wolcott (1991) argued about the impossibility of predicting a single correct interpretation of 

a case that is inapplicable to this research method. Thus, in conducting the present research, I 

was actively searching for ways to take a more neutral stance and I was always aware of how 

my insider experience might influence the interpretation. 

3.10 Study Limitations  

As described in section 3.4, I constructed three case studies based on a limited number 

of documents and a limited number of study participants who took part in the RPE and 

interviews. The chosen research design led to the following limitations: first of all, the study 

included three academic units within one university. Thus, the results cannot be generalized 

to all UrFU’s academic units or all other Russian universities. 
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Secondly, the chosen academic units had already established their strong positions 

within the university in specific areas of internationalization: education, research, and 

adherence to international standards. Their cases were not representative of other academic 

units since many units were at the beginning of their international development and in search 

of their own positioning. 

Then, all the study participants agreed to participate in the research voluntarily and 

shared their own reflections regarding the process of UrFU’s internationalization. They could 

not be considered as representatives of general opinions shared by all other academics and 

administrative staff in their academic units or university as a whole. Furthermore, their 

opinions could not be perceived as the only true knowledge since all the study results are 

considered as mere interpretations (see section 8.1.3). Qualitative interviews, which are one 

of the central research methods, are also not fully objective by nature. This limitation should 

be taken into consideration, despite the fact that the results were validated via other methods. 

Lastly, there was no possibility to expand the scope of this study or change the interviews to 

another method since the goal of this research was to provide detailed answers to the research 

questions. 

Despite the limitations of this study, its conclusions present valid answers to two 

research questions. The research describes how the international positioning of UrFU and its 

three academic units developed during Project 5-100, as well as showing the repositioning of 

internationalization with regard to rationales, research and educational strategies and services 

in the studied university and academic units.  
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4. The Institutional Context 

4.1 A History of Change 

Ural State University (hereon USU) was founded in 1920 in Sverdlovsk (later 

renamed Yekaterinburg) in response to the need for a higher education institution in the Ural 

region. The necessity of creating a university for the citizens of the Ural region had become 

clear already in the 18th century, but the first university located in the east of the Volga river 

was opened only in 1878, in Tomsk. In the 1890s, the discussion of the creation of a 

university in the Urals was renewed. 

Later, in the 1930s, the university was divided into Ural State Polytechnical 

University and USU. The former focused on answering the demand for engineering personnel 

and producing highly applied research; the latter was a classical university with STEM and 

humanities faculties and mainly focused on basic research. Ural State Polytechnical (later – 

Technical) University was five times larger than the latter in terms of number of students and 

staff. 

In October 2009, a decree for the creation of five federal universities, including UrFU 

was signed by the President of Russia (Decree on the creation of federal universities, 2009). 

The university was established on the premises of Ural State Polytechnical University after 

merging with USU.  

By that time, a number of gaps had been identified and were then addressed in 

UrFU’s Development Program (Ural Federal University, 2009):  

• insufficient quality of training specialists with new knowledge, ready to produce 

new technologies for domestic and international markets; 

• mostly uncompetitive global research and innovations; 

• comparatively low level of entrepreneurial training for specialists in the field 

production in an innovative economy; 
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• ineffective interaction with academic and industrial research, business, and the 

global educational system. 

In 2012, the competition for participation in a Russian excellence initiative was 

announced among Russian universities (Decree on measures for implementation of the state 

policy in the field of education and science, 2012). The institutions which presented a clear 

development plan were selected as participants of Project 5-100. UrFU entered the list of 

winners and received additional financial resources for increasing its international 

competitiveness between 2013-2020. As a result of participation in Project 5-100, the 

Competitiveness Enhancement Program (a road map for the excellence initiative) was 

developed (Ural Federal University, 2013b). 

The document outlined the strategy for increasing the international dimension of the 

university and combining it with the traditional regional role of UrFU (its key actions are 

detailed in Appendix F). This goal was aligned with the mission and vision of the university. 

4.2 Mission and Vision: Combining the Regional and International Dimensions 

UrFU’s mission was firstly formulated in 2011 (Ural Federal University, 2021c): 

“increasing international competitiveness, re-industrialization, formation of human, scientific 

and technological potential, sustainable modernization of traditional economy branches and 

development of postindustrial economy branches of the Ural Federal District''. The vision of 

the university has been the following (Ural Federal University, 2021c): “to form the research, 

education and innovation cluster in the Ural Federal District, become the leader in the spheres 

of natural sciences, engineering and humanities and join the ranks of the global leading 

educational and competence centers''.UrFU also formulated its motto (Ural Federal 

University, 2021c): “Our dream is to create a world-class university in the heart of Eurasia”. 

 

https://urfu.ru/en/about-the-university/mission-and-vision/
https://urfu.ru/en/about-the-university/mission-and-vision/
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4.3 University Structure: New History of Transformations 

After the merger of the universities into UrFU in 2009, academic units with similar 

subject areas were grouped together. This was the first round of transformations generated by 

the national initiative of creating federal universities, as indicated in section 4.1. As a result, 

19 newly formed academic units, which were called institutes, were established. In the 

present work, the term institute has been used and will continue to be used to refer to an 

academic unit, while institution defines the university itself. Further mergers of institutes 

happened step by step and represented a response to the Project 5-100 initiative: there were 

15 institutes in 2016 and only 11 academic units in 2019. The mergers were aimed at 

strengthening the funding, research and educational capacities of the units which shared 

similar subject areas.  

Another stage of the university transformation began in 2016 when the model 

University 2.0 driven by UrFU goals to achieve Project 5-100 indicators was announced (see 

Figure 2). The organizational change caused by this model has been lasting hitherto. The 

transformations should be finalized by 2025 and include mergers of all institutes into 

Strategic Academic Units (hereon SAU) in order to activate research and innovative activity. 

SAU organizational features included the creation of international academic councils and the 

establishment of offices of degree programs with new credentials which had previously been 

held by academic departments, such as the content of degree programs. 

 

Figure 2 

University 2.0 Model 
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Note. Adapted from Analysis of the results of 2015 and the transformation model of Ural 

Federal University on the basis of strategic academic units [Power Points Slides], by V. 

Koksharov, 2016 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/academic_council/docs/2903Materialy_

dlja_konferencii_trudovogo_kollektiva_final__2__.pdf). Translated from Russian into 

English. In the public domain. 

 

The division of institutes into master and bachelor levels caused some controversy, 

therefore the model was partly changed to a different one which comprised several academic 

units, including some of those participating in this research. While some academic units 

divided their units into schools of bachelor’s and master’s studies, such as INSM and UrIH 

(see sections 5.1 and 6.1), some other academic units, including GSEM, divided their internal 

schools according to their knowledge area, rather than degree levels (see section 7.1). As of 

2019-2020, UrFU accrued up 11 institutes after a series of organizational transformations. 
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Most of them already obtained the status of SAU. The structure of the university, as of 2019, 

is presented in Appendix G. 

In response to the COVID-19 Pandemic, the department responsible for the 

development of online education in UrFU acquired the status of academic unit. Therefore, as 

of 2022, there are 12 academic units in Ural Federal University. The history of 

transformations is summarized in Figure 3 below. 

 

Figure 3 

Organizational Transformations in Ural Federal University since 2009 

 

Note. Based on the website of Ural Federal University (2022c). 

 

As the present section has shown, the change of UrFU organizational structure during 

Project 5-100 was based on mergers of academic units. Participation in the excellence 

initiative also led the university to develop a model University 2.0 in the middle of the 

excellence initiative. The updated organizational model was aimed at increasing the role of 

graduate programs and admissions to Master’s and PhD studies respectively, as well as 

increasing the research productivity of students in these programs. According to university 
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management, the mergers of academic units were an integral part of this model and allowed 

UrFU to consolidate financial, teaching and other resources within the academic units. 

4.4 Internationalization of Ural Federal University: Overview of Strategic Plans and 

Programs 

In this section I overview the key strategic documents of Ural Federal University 

which were available during the years of Project 5-100: UrFU Strategic Plan (Ural Federal 

University, 2009) and UrFU Competitiveness Enhancement Program (Ural Federal 

University, 2013b) along with its further versions (2015, 2017, 2018, private 

communication). The choice of taking these documents into consideration is explained by the 

fact that UrFU did not have a separate strategy for internationalization during the indicated 

period of time. The top priorities of the international dimension were reflected in the above 

listed strategic plans and programs, as well as presentations given by university senior 

managers (Koksharov, 2016; Sandler, 2017). Below is also an overview of the major points 

of UrFU internationalization before 2009, which illustrates a lack of a systematic approach to 

internationalization in the previous years. 

The first significant steps towards internationalization were made during the times of 

perestroika and after the USSR collapse. In 1991-1992, Ural State Technical University had 

26 international students enrolled and new international projects began to appear. In 1997, the 

international school of journalists was created. In 1999 and 2000s, UrFU participated in 

several TEMPUS projects, including Distance Abrogation: E-learning Classes Organization 

and Network Development in the Ural Region. By 2009, the international dimension had 

spread to several academic departments and programs, and the goals of internationalization, 

which had not been systematic, were finally formulated strategically in 2009 (Ural Federal 

University, 2009). 
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In the new era of UrFU, after the merger of two key regional universities, 

internationalization was understood as “attracting international students, teachers and 

researchers” (Ural Federal University, 2009, p. 6). The program also emphasized the 

importance of master and PhD programs in English (Ural Federal University, 2009, p. 27). In 

2012, UrFU was selected as a participant of Project 5-100 and, as a result, developed a road 

map for achieving its goals – the Competitiveness Enhancement Program (Ural Federal 

University, 2013b).  

The development of the strategic document was based on benchmarks from Europe 

and Asia: Aalto University (Finland), Sungkyunkwan University (South Korea), Yonsei 

University (South Korea), City University of Hong Kong (Hong Kong), Tsing Hua 

University (China). The Competitiveness Enhancement Program included four stages: 2013-

2014, 2015-2016, 2017 and 2018-2020. An updated version of the document was issued prior 

to the beginning of each stage. The value of achieving certain positions in international 

rankings, which was the initial driver of Project 5-100, decreased significantly when the latest 

version of the document was issued. Entrance into the top positions of world rankings was 

not indicated as a strategic goal in the subsequent edition of the Competitiveness 

Enhancement Program (2018, private communication), while it had been named among their 

key goals in 2013. 

The system of key actions according to UrFU’s road map (Ural Federal University, 

2013b) are displayed in Appendix F and are divided into six directions: educational 

programs, campus, personnel development, open university and e-learning, research and 

innovations, service and management. As the overview of key actions in Appendix F 

illustrates, the listed actions combine close cooperation with regional enterprises and research 

institutes with bringing international practices to the university dimensions (research, study 

programs and academic mobility, management processes) and expanding UrFU’s positioning 
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abroad. This approach corresponds to the university mission and vision (provided in section 

4.2) which considers an increase in international competitiveness as a necessary component 

for the advanced development of the regional economy and, thus, combines both further 

intensification of close relationships with the region and the development of the international 

dimension. 

After the beginning of Project 5-100, UrFU realized that it should choose one key 

target among three listed rankings in order to concentrate its resources and achieve the best 

possible results, at least, in one ranking. Consequently, UrFU chose QS ranking as its primary 

target, followed by THE ranking. This was reflected in the indicators and tasks of UrFU 

Competitiveness Enhancement Program. 

In order to measure its progress towards the key actions, UrFU developed a list of 18 

key performance indicators (Ural Federal University, 2013b, p.59) among which were 

positions in the QS and THE rankings of world universities and their subject rankings. The 

list of KPIs included five indicators related to QS, two indicators linked to the THE ranking 

tables and no indicators for ARWU ranking. In addition, the list of indicators contained 

several measurements of research output, and among them, numbers of publications indexed 

in Web of Science and Scopus databases and their citations. Finally, the list included the 

number of international students and professors, as well as number of graduate and 

postgraduate programs in foreign languages. The full list of indicators can be found in 

Appendix H.  

Furthermore, the document emphasized (Ural Federal University, 2013b, p.3) that the 

five most important indicators were the average citations per faculty for five years, number of 

international faculty members, number of international students, income from Research and 

Advanced Development per faculty and number of publications with international co-authors. 
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Therefore, four out of five priority indicators, as of 2013, belonged to the international 

dimension, except for research income which mostly came from national sources of funding.  

In addition to the indicators, the Competitiveness Enhancement Program (Ural 

Federal University, 2013b) also reflected the impact of the QS methodology, which was 

strongly based on academic and employer reputation. Indeed, the first part of the document 

describes this very impact. After getting acquainted with the indicators listed above, the 

reader then learns, in the benchmarking section of the document (Ural Federal University, 

2013b, p.6), that UrFU studied the experience of Aalto University, since this institution 

managed to increase its academic and employer reputation via strong cooperation with 

international researchers. Similarly, UrFU aimed to develop international recruiting of faculty 

members as well as intensifying cooperation with international corporations. The importance 

of employer reputation is mentioned in the section on corporate relations (p.18) where UrFU 

wished to intensify the cooperation with employers, achieve a growing number of patents in 

Russia and abroad, increase commercialization of technological prototypes and its presence 

on consulting, engineering, communication markets. All this was aimed at strengthening 

UrFU’s employer reputation.  

As regards the analysis of weaknesses (pp.19-20), the Program shows that UrFU 

realized that there was a lack of competitive international degree programs, a low level of 

English proficiency among its faculty members and low numbers of publications in 

international journals prior to Project 5-100. These weaknesses needed to be overcome in 

order to develop UrFU’s academic reputation.   

Secondly, we find the impact of QS methodology in the Action Plan of the document. 

This presents a breakdown of the key actions, which can be found in Appendix F, and 

includes the following action dedicated to the informational and branding policy (Ural 

Federal University, 2013b, p.44): “Positioning and promotion of the university in target 
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markets”. This action included two tasks, among others (pp. 44-45), which were directly 

influenced by the requirements of QS ranking since the position in its ranking table of world 

universities was indicated as the first KPI for these tasks: “Positioning and promotion of the 

university in the market of the Russian Federation and neighboring countries”, which referred 

to the CIS countries, and “Increasing the publicity and academic reputation of Ural Federal 

University in the far-abroad countries”. The mechanisms of these tasks included publications 

and other forms of promotion in the media, participation in international conferences and 

exhibitions, management of their own events, partnership with student recruitment agencies 

and Russian agencies abroad and other activities. The Action Plan of Competitiveness 

Enhancement Program also included several tasks on developing cooperation with corporate 

partners. 

In conclusion, this section showed that, despite UrFU not elaborating a specific 

strategy of internationalization, the institution was aware of the importance of the 

international dimension since the very merger of its predecessors in 2009 and the integrated 

development of internationalization in its strategic documents from that time onwards. 

However, the analysis of its positioning in the world, weaknesses in terms of international 

dimension, and a detailed road map for the development of various aspects of 

internationalization were elaborated only after the beginning of Project 5-100. The section 

also illustrated that after launch of 5-100, UrFU chose positions in QS ranking tables as its 

main target among the three leading world university rankings, and elaborated its key 

strategic document – Competitive Enhancement Program, taking into account the QS ranking 

methodology. 

4.5 Achieving Goals of Project 5-100: Dynamics of UrFU Performance 

In this section I discuss UrFU’s progress towards the achievement of its goals and 

KPIs in relation to its participation in Project 5-100 during the excellence initiative. I begin 
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by illustrating the increase of UrFU’s positions in the three leading world university rankings 

that were defined as targets by Project 5-100: THE, QS and ARWU, whose criteria are 

detailed in section 2.1.3. Then, I provide data on the development of KPIs related to UrFU’s 

internationalization of research and development in the years 2013-2020. 

Despite UrFU not achieving the initial goal of Project 5-100 – entrance into top-100 

institutions of world university rankings, the institution has significantly increased its 

positions. The university moved from position #501-500 (2013) to #351 in the QS World 

University Ranking and entered a number of subject rankings (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2021): 

QS 51-100 in Engineering – Petroleum and Engineering, Social Policy & Administration, 

Hospitality & Leisure Management; 101-150 in Philosophy, History; 245 in Arts & 

Humanities; 396 in Natural Sciences and other subject areas. Overall, UrFU managed to enter 

in four QS broad subject areas and 15 other subject rankings. It also entered the U.S. News 

Best Global Universities rankings, THE World University Rankings by Subject and regional 

tables of international ranking agencies. The full list of rankings is provided in Appendix I.  

From 2013 to 2020, UrFU increased its research output 5.9 times in terms of 

publications in journals indexed in international databases such as Scopus / Web of Science 

(3,879 in 2020). In the same year, 54% of papers were published in journals of Q1 or Q2. The 

number of journals, issued by UrFU and indexed in international databases, grew from 2 to 

10 since the beginning of Project 5-100. The employment program UrFU Postdoc was 

recognized as the best practice for the employment of international young researchers by the 

Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Russian Federation. The university 

exceeded most KPIs on publications and citations, as well as number of international 

students. The dynamics of the major indicators is illustrated in Table 11 below. 
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Table 11 

Dynamics of Performance during Project 5-100 

Indicator 2013 2015 2017 2020 
Multiplicity 

for 7 years 

KPI 

2020 

Number of publications in journals 

indexed in Web of Science per 

faculty member (for 5 years) 

0.7 1.2 2.2 4.9 7.0 times 3.1 

Number of publications in journals 

indexed in Scopus per faculty 

member (for 5 years) 

1.0 1.7 3.2 5.8 5.8 times 6.0 

Average number of citations in journals 

indexed in Web of Science per 

faculty member (for 5 years) 

1.1 2.1 4.4 13.8 12.5 times 9.2 

Average number of citations in journals 

indexed in Scopus per faculty 

member (for 5 years) 

1.8 2.8 5.7 16.2 9.0 times 13.7 

Percentage of international faculty 

members 
0.3 1.9 4.4 5.0 16.7 times 12.8 

Percentage of international students 2.4 5.6 8.1 14.0 5.8 times 12.0 

Note. Data collected and translated from (1) Information analysis data on the results of 

monitoring activities of educational organizations of higher education by Ministry of Science 

and Higher Education of the Russian Federation, 2022, 

(https://monitoring.miccedu.ru/?m=vpo) (2) University performance results for 2020 and 

objectives for 2021 [Power Point Slides], by V. Koksharov, 2020, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/academic_council/docs/20210318_Itogi

_2020_goda.pdf), (2) UrFU Competitiveness Enhancement Program (2018, private 

communication) 

 

Table 11 illustrates that some indicators were growing faster than others. The average 

number of citations per faculty for five years increased faster than numbers of publications, 

and the percentage of international faculty members soared much quicker than the percentage 

of international students. The first point illustrates the significant growth of UrFU’s citation 

impact during Project 5-100, while the higher number of international faculty members could 

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/academic_council/docs/20210318_Itogi_2020_goda.pdf
https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/academic_council/docs/20210318_Itogi_2020_goda.pdf
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be explained, among other things, by the fact that, at the beginning of the program, the 

percentage of international faculty members was much lower (0.3%) compared to that of 

international students (2.4%).  

As it has been shown, UrFU has significantly increased the indicators of 

internationalization which contribute to global university rankings and has fundamentally 

changed its strategy for the development of internationalization and international positioning. 

The change of strategy only came into action after adopting the benchmarks of Asian and 

European universities, as well as through organizational change and restructuring. The 

chosen strategy led to the increase of indicators of internationalization and improved UrFU’s 

positions in the world university rankings, although it did not lead to the achievement of the 

initial goals of Project 5-100. The following section compares UrFU’s development during 

Project 5-100 with other regional universities in Russia which participated in the excellence 

initiative. 

4.6 UrFU among Regional Russian Universities: From Low-Performing to Visibility  

The comparative analysis in the present section is based on the KPIs of Project 5-100 

and UrFU’s Competitiveness Enhancement program (see section 4.4) and is aimed at 

showing UrFU’s positions compared to other regional universities in Russia in terms of 

internationalization development. The first analyzed indicator is the number of international 

students among the whole student body. According to Russian monitoring of effectiveness in 

higher education institutions by Ministry of Science and Higher Education of the Russian 

Federation (2022), this indicator is collected separately for undergraduate and master’s 

programs (Figure 4) and postgraduate programs (Figure 5).  
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Figure 4 

Percentage of International Students in Undergraduate and Master’s Programs 

 

Note. The data are from Information analysis data on the results of monitoring activities of 

educational organizations of higher education by Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

of the Russian Federation, 2022, (https://monitoring.miccedu.ru/?m=vpo). 

 

As Figure 4 illustrates, UrFU started recruiting a limited number of international 

students and then, over the years, managed to rank fourth out of 12 institutions by the end of 

Project 5-100, steadily increasing its recruiting. The same same trend applies to growth of 

postgraduate studies (Figure 5). 
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Figure 5 

Percentage of International Students in Postgraduate Programs 

 

Note. The data are from Information analysis data on the results of monitoring activities of 

educational organizations of higher education by Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

of the Russian Federation, 2022, (https://monitoring.miccedu.ru/?m=vpo). 

 

In terms of absolute values, UrFU ranked second for number of international students 

(4219 in 2020), only preceded by Kazan Federal University (6685 international students in 

2020 respectively). UrFU was also in the first tertile of regional 5-100 participants in terms of 

percentage of international faculty members, as shown in Figure 6. 
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Figure 6 

Percentage of International Faculty Members in 2020 

 

Note. The data are from Information analysis data on the results of monitoring activities of 

educational organizations of higher education by Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

of the Russian Federation, 2022, (https://monitoring.miccedu.ru/?m=vpo). 

 

Finally, UrFU managed to achieve a similar position (ranking fourth) among the 

regional 5-100 universities in terms of publications in Scopus and Web of Science. Figure 7 

illustrates the ranking of universities by number of publications in Scopus per 100 faculty 

members in 2020 and the dynamics of the indicator.  
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Figure 7 

Number of Publications in Scopus per 100 Faculty Members 

 

Note. The data are from Information analysis data on the results of monitoring activities of 

educational organizations of higher education by Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

of the Russian Federation, 2022, (https://monitoring.miccedu.ru/?m=vpo). 

 

The fourth position among regional 5-100 universities was achieved by UrFU in terms 

of publications indexed in Web of Science, another target database (Figure 8). 
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Figure 8 

Number of Publications in Web of Science Core Collection per 100 Faculty Members 

 

Note. The data are from Information analysis data on the results of monitoring activities of 

educational organizations of higher education by Ministry of Science and Higher Education 

of the Russian Federation, 2022, (https://monitoring.miccedu.ru/?m=vpo). 

 

However, as figures 7 and 8 illustrate, the distribution of numbers of publications was 

uneven. The absolute leader in terms of publications performance was Novosibirsk State 

University, followed by two other regional universities with outstanding results: Tomsk State 

University and Tomsk State Polytechnical University. The performance of the other 

institutions, including UrFU, was significantly behind these three. 

As shown in this section, the first three institutions were far ahead of the other 

regional 5-100 universities in terms of achieved KPIs, and, thus, the positioning of all other 

institutions could not be based on their leadership in the listed indicators of 

internationalization. Excellent performance in specific areas allowed the leading institutions 
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in Russian regions to clearly distinguish their positioning. In example, the motto of 

Novosibirsk State University is “the real science” (Novosibirsk State University, 2022). 

However, this was not the case for UrFU. The studied institution made significant progress 

during Project 5-100 and achieved stable positions in numbers of international students, 

faculty and research performance, but did not achieve a leading position in any of these 

internationalization dimensions.  

The 5-100 regional universities had the goals, driven by Project 5-100, but they had to 

find their own way of achieving those goals. The institutions had to find out what 

internationalization meant in the given circumstances and which strategies of 

internationalization they would choose on the way to it. The following sections illustrate what 

strategies of internationalization were chosen by UrFU and how internationalization was 

repositioned by UrFU leadership and faculty members during Project 5-100 in relation to 

rationales, research and educational strategies, and international services. 

4.7 Rationales for Internationalization: Prestige for Leadership, Economic Reasons for 

Middle Managers 

As indicated in section 3.4.4, RPE is usually used to determine rationales of 

internationalization in higher education institutions and can be employed together with other 

instruments of strategy development or reviewing (Lewis, 2007). In the current study, RPE 

contributes, together with thematic analysis of interviews (described in section 4.8) to 

addressing the second research question on repositioning of internationalization. All 

interviews and RPE at institutional level were held during the last stage of Project 5-100 in 

2019. The list of institution participants included three vice-rectors (hereafter referred as 

university leadership) and six heads of international offices (hereafter referred as middle 

management), whose functions are detailed in section 3.6.4. 
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As a result of the RPE, university leadership indicated prestige and academic reasons 

as the main rationales for internationalization, as shown in Figure 9. On the other hand, UrFU 

middle managers indicated the economic rationale as the most representative current 

university priority. On the contrary, university top managers assigned the least number of 

points to it.  

 

Figure 9 

Current Balance of Rationales at UrFU 

 

 

A vice-rector described his choice and equated prestige to rankings: 

 

The second, third and fourth rationales maintain the first one [prestige, my note]. On 

the contrary, if we get higher positions in the ranking, it will affect the three 

remaining rationales. Students will come and pay for their studies; we will cooperate 

more in the research area internationally. All the rationales are connected. (VR-1) 

 

A middle manager advanced an opposite opinion: 
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I believe that everything is done to receive funding. We constantly achieve indicators 

in order to get into the first group2. The first group will provide a certain amount of 

funding, and so on. We pay salaries claimed by foreigners with the additional funding 

(from Project 5-100, my note), with a very few exceptions. (IOM-5) 

 

Another middle manager explained that economic reasons prevailed over all others: 

“According to the roadmap, we have indicators, we all work on indicators. Project 5-100 

finances the university if certain targets are met. Internationalization indicators are among the 

ones that influence the distribution of funding between the three groups”. (IOM-6) The 

respondents completed the exercise by assessing the desired balance of rationales according 

to their points of view that is illustrated in Figure 10. 

 

Figure 10 

Desired Balance of Rationales at UrFU 

 

 

 
2 All universities, which participated in Project 5-100, were divided into three groups. The universities which 

showed the highest performance were assigned to the so-called first group and received the largest amount of 

funding; the universities with the lower performance were classified into the third group and received an inferior 

amount of funding. Funds were allocated annually on the basis of university performance.  
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The vice-rectors nominated prestige as the leading rationale and gave equal scores to 

all other rationales. Crucially, their assessment did not vary from the current balance 

estimation. In contrast, middle managers provided a different opinion from their previous 

estimation and assigned the smallest number of points to the economic rationale. Only one 

out of six middle managers had a contrasting opinion: the study participant was confident that 

UrFU should pay more attention to its commercial activities. Moreover, as opposed to their 

perception of current priorities, the middle managers indicated the social reason as the key 

rational along with the academic one: 

 

The priority for our university should be maintenance of the student environment, 

making it comfortable, so that everything is hospitable and structured. According to 

the reviews of our students, this is the top priority. It’s not even the quality of 

education that is most appreciated, but the socio-cultural aspects3. The city, the 

infrastructure within the university, interaction between students, and so on. 

Therefore, I put this in the most important position. (IOM-2) 

 

It is important to note that this opinion reflected a first-hand experience of a middle 

manager. The institution does not prioritize tasks of developing a socio-cultural environment 

over the quality of education in its policy of social responsibility (Ural Federal University, 

2014) and UrFU Code of Ethics (Ural Federal University, 2013a). 

To summarize, two conclusions arose from the section. First, perception of the current 

rationales of internationalization was rather different across the university leadership (vice-

rectors) and the middle management (managers of international services). The former 

 
3 In the interview context, this and the following sentence relate to the perceptions of students and how they 

were understood by the university manager. 
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believed that the effort to achieve prestige was a generator of internationalization 

development since it could influence the growth of all the other dimensions: academic, 

economic, social. The latter were sure that UrFU was mostly driven by economic rationales. 

The current balance of rationales was controversial as some rationales had a higher weight 

while others received minimum scores. The analysis of the desired situation showed that the 

vision of the current balance of rationales of the university leadership was matching their 

vision of the desired situation, whereas the same cannot be said about the middle managers’ 

perception. The latter indicated that the economic rationale should be the least important 

priority in an “ideal world” and social rationales together with academic ones should be the 

top priority. 

4.8 Strategies and Repositioning of Internationalization: Thematic Analysis of 

Interviews 

This section provides the thematic analysis of aimed at defining UrFU’s international 

positioning and repositioning of internationalization during Project 5-100 at the university 

level. It covers the following themes: strategies of research and education development, 

combining regional and international dimensions, role of Project 5-100 and development of 

services. Findings in this section are based on the thematic analysis of interviews with the 

study participants indicated in section 4.6. 

4.8.1. International Positioning: From General to Particular 

Project 5-100 has had a direct impact on the development of UrFU’s international 

positioning and educational and research strategies of its internationalization. This section 

provides a description of three themes which stem from the analysis of the university 

interviews: strategy of research development, strategy for internationalization of education, 

and combination of regional and international dimensions in the same university. The section 

is based on interviews with university vice-rectors and managers of university international 
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offices which were responsible for various aspects of the international dimension. Their 

personal experiences allowed me to construct the story of internationalization repositioning in 

UrFU during Project 5-100. 

4.7.1.1 Repositioning of Doing Internationally Recognized Research: From 

Incredible Achievement to Routine. The research strategy had not been outlined in a 

separate document; the university created only a research policy that described its values. 

However, based on the analysis of the literature, strategic plans and interviews, the strategy 

could be described according to three components: 

1. Developing a core of research units which would provide achievement of Project 

5-100 indicators. 

2. Creating a system of support activities for individual researchers. 

3. Increasing the competences of faculty members through systematic training, 

research visits, employment of international researchers and development of 

international doctoral programs. 

Regarding the research development strategy chosen by the university as a response to 

the goals of Project 5-100, UrFU’s Vice-Rector for Economy and Development Daniil 

Sandler (Sandler, 2014, p.18) wrote: “UrFU leaders firmly believe that the best 

organizational strategy for UrFU is to develop Centers of Excellence”. The author also noted 

that an integrated research network would support the development of such individual 

centers. 

In accordance with this strategy, the institution decided to create and support a 

number of so-called centers of excellence with the support of Project 5-100’s funding. UrFU 

conducted several rounds of selection. Finally, around 70 centers of excellence were created 

using three organizational forms: centers of competences (large research units which required 

expensive equipment), laboratories (middle-sized research units with on-going developments) 
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and research groups (small research units with no potential for further developments). During 

the interview, a UrFU’s vice-rector estimated the effectiveness of this strategy: 

 

We have about seventy centers of excellence. Funding has been distributed on a 

competitive basis. The centers provide about seventy percent of all indicators (related 

to research, my note): citations, number of papers, volumes of R&D funding. 

Somewhere this is sixty percent, somewhere it is eighty. In fact, they are the core. 

They have planned KPIs, and they have to compose their work in such a way as to 

fulfill them both in terms of numbers and the quality of publications. Not everyone 

succeeds in this, but in general, this group is the key component in the sense of 

(research, my note) internationalization. (VR-1) 

 

Funding from Project 5-100 allowed the centers of excellence to purchase the required 

equipment, organize research trips, hire domestic and international researchers with PhD 

degrees, and conduct workshops. Apart from the centers of excellence, UrFU also focused on 

the organizational and financial support for individual researchers. This included linguistic 

support, incentive payments for publications graded depending on the quality of the journal, 

incentive payments for citations graded depending on scientometric indicators of journals and 

performance-based contracts of employment. A senior manager described this support thusly: 

 

These are mechanisms prompted by the support of Project 5-100, but not only with 

this funding. University spends its own funding on these initiatives, too. As a result, 

people, receiving this money, begin to rebuild their behavior and consider what else 

they can do to get this case. These tools also allow the University to achieve its 

targets. (VR-1) 
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A vice-rector added that some points of this strategy could be revised in the future, 

but unequivocally this would happen after the end of the excellence initiative. One of the 

most important changes could be related to the narrowing of the focus and the positioning of 

the university as the world leader in some specific research areas. However, such a possibility 

raised concerns because the university is large, the research topics were broad, and it was 

difficult to single out a few key areas of expertise. 

Finally, UrFU had been systematically working on the development of its faculty’s 

competencies in order to increase their research capabilities. Some of these initiatives were 

estimated as highly effective during the interviews (i.e., creation of centers of excellence, 

financial bonuses for publication in highly ranked journals, free courses of English language, 

research papers’ English translation services) while others had room for further improvement, 

such as invitation of prominent international academics to lead UrFU laboratories, which 

brought significant results, but worked only for a limited number of research units (VR-

1). The university had also developed a wide net of international services (see section 4.7.2.2 

for details) headed by international managers who participated in the current study alongside 

with vice-rectors. For example, international recruitment of faculty members proved to be a 

difficult process: 

 

This is a very complex topic. If we regard the involvement of international researchers 

as an increase in collaborations, then this, of course, has grown significantly. […] But 

it is also impossible that such top international researchers will work for us. […] So 

they sometimes come, supervise a research group here. It is difficult for them to live 

here […] due to conditions, climate and so on. Another story which works for us are 
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postdocs. […] We hire postdocs regularly. […] And Russian scientists, who have 

received a PhD degree abroad, are also great for us. (VR-1) 

 

Another difficulty related to the recruitment of international researchers is that most 

of the recruits had personal research connections with UrFU colleagues. There were very few 

successful cases of international faculty members hired without personal contacts with UrFU 

via open vacancy: “Firstly, there were minimal responses, and, secondly, those who 

responded, did not suit us according to the established criteria. They were rejected. This 

experience failed”. (IOM-5). A project leader from GSEM (PL-11) named a couple of 

exceptions: two recent postdocs who were hired in the academic unit came through an open 

competition. A potential explanation was provided by an international office manager: “We 

need, having limited funding […], to somehow compete with the USA, Europe and China for 

some other reasons: areas (of study, my note), research (performance, my note), some other 

opportunities” (IOM-6).  

In other words, focusing on specific areas and their strong global positioning could 

become a competitive and helpful advantage for UrFU to solve this issue. However, another 

initiative in international research development, such as the admission of international 

doctoral students, was highly successful not only at university level, but also in comparison 

with other Russian universities: 

 

We started to actively attract international graduate students four years ago. And now 

we are in the leading positions among all Russian universities. […] And, thanks to our 

experience, last year we already refused about thirty potential students. In the past we 

had no interested candidates. We are already selecting better quality postgraduate 
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students and some of them, after completing their studies, ask us for a postdoc 

position. […] Even if they leave to go work somewhere, the contacts remain. (VR-1) 

 

A vice-rector added that this became possible due to several reasons: efforts to make 

postgraduate programs attractive for current international master students at UrFU who could 

then stay on at the university; close cooperation with Russian government agency abroad 

(Rossotrudnichestvo) and a “word of mouth” campaign which only started to work after 

several years (VR-1). Another study participant talked about two further factors. The first 

was the existence of English-taught postgraduate programs and a fairly large number of 

supervisors able to work with graduate students in English, as well as highly positive reviews 

by partnering recruiting agencies of the “serious” approach of research supervisors. The 

second factor was the availability of private rooms in a dormitory for postgraduate students 

(IOM-3). Similar importance was given to the fact that UrFU clearly articulated possibilities 

for potential postgraduate students: the university collected and presented information about 

specific research supervisors, their interests of study and research groups to which potential 

students could belong.  

The quality of the admission process to the graduate studies became a top priority, so 

much so that the graduate studies became a model for the other degree programs on how to 

develop internationally recognized education. An international office manager noted that 

“graduate studies have already taken this significant step towards quality” (IOM-3). This only 

became possible as a result of the strict requirements to admission criteria and proper 

selection processes. Furthermore, such a strategy had to shift the faculty’s attitude towards 

doing more internationally recognized research and publishing in leading world journals. 

There was undoubtedly great potential for further involvement of faculty members into 

research; however, an important shift had already taken place: 



171 

 
 

 

In general, faculty members understood that it is possible to do research even in those 

departments where it was previously believed that they could not do it […] Earlier 

humanitarians sai“: "Where can we submit our resear”h?" Now they issue hundreds of 

publications because we have helped them. And they win grants, because they have 

the background. They get extra money. Moreover, they receive very good funding 

compared to some other academic units. (VR-1) 

 

Thus, UrFU’s strategy was implemented on several levels (university, academic units, 

research groups, individual researchers) and included a system of actions to support research 

output. The strategy was grounded on developing a group of research units and allocating 5-

10 funding to them on a competitive basis. Following on from this, around 70 so-called 

centers of excellence were created in UrFU after the launch of Project 5-100 and included 

three types of units: centers of competences (large research units), laboratories (middle-sized 

research units) and research groups (newly formed small research units). The funds could be 

spent on purchasing equipment, hiring domestic and international researchers, holding 

research events and for research-oriented business trips. The development of the centers of 

competences was supported by additional measures for individual researchers, such as 

linguistic support for publications, incentive payments for publications in high-ranked 

journals and performance-based contracts of employment. It was important that the strategy 

of research internationalization was consistent from the very beginning of Project 5-100. This 

gave researchers a sense of footing and an opportunity to plan research activities. UrFU also 

managed to notably improve international research connections and avoid doing local 

science, thus entering instead into a global research dialogue.  
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Internationalization of research, and namely, performing research in collaboration 

with international academics, publishing in international journals and presenting research 

results at the prominent international conferences in the field, went from being difficult or 

impossible to becoming part of the faculty members’ routine. However, a number of 

challenges, which UrFU was still facing, were identified in this area: a substantial part of 

faculty members was still not involved in internationally recognized research; international 

faculty recruiting took place almost entirely via personal connections and it was hard to 

provide job conditions which would be interesting for the permanent residence of 

experienced international academics in Yekaterinburg. In addition, there was still room for 

improvement as regards the determination of international positioning for specific areas of 

knowledge. 

4.7.1.2 Internationalization of Education: Selected Programs in English and 

Global Perspectives for Everyone. In 2020, more than 90% of international students at 

UrFU were attending Russian-taught programs. The reason lay in the fact that all English-

taught programs, except for one bachelor program in GSEM, were offered at master level. 

Enrolment in Russian-taught programs became possible for students from foreign countries 

as a result of the Foundation program. International students were studying Russian and 

attending courses required for admission exams, then went through a selection process, and 

enrolled in the degree programs. The university was interested in the development of English-

taught programs, but there was not demand for English-taught programs since initially these 

were chosen based on existing expertise only, rather than market demand: 

 

Well, what was the approach? “We have money (from Project 5-100, my note) and we 

have to make a program”. We did it inside the university, but nobody needed it in the 

market. (Now, my note) We actually have twelve working programs out of the forty-
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five programs that we financed. […] And the process of funding allocation itself is 

very bureaucratic. (IOM-3) 

 

Soon after the launch of Project 5-100, a lack of faculty members speaking fluent 

English proved to be a serious obstacle. Thus, in addition to hard competences and existing 

equipment, the available programs were chosen based on foreign language skills: 

 

The approach was based on competencies. We basically started with mas’er's 

programs. And it is a fairly large amount of work to implement a program in English, 

it cannot be carried out by one person. There had to be a team of people who spoke 

English at a sufficient level, who had the necessary resources, laboratories, material 

base, and who were interested in investing in this, because at that time it was 

completely new. (IOM-3) 

 

In 2018, a revision of all English-taught programs was carried out in order to maintain 

only those which met sufficient standards in terms of quality of teaching in English. If a 

discipline could not be taught by a current UrFU academic due to a lack of English language 

proficiency, faculty from other institutions should be invited in order to deliver a course. A 

second criterion for the selection of programs was the international market demand (VR-

2). As of August 2021, 17 English-taught master programs and two English-taught bachelor 

programs were offered instead of the initial 45 programs. All the international office 

managers noted that UrFU was generally moving towards improving the quality of English-

taught programs and programs for international students. This had not been a priority during 

the first rounds of recruiting from the international market since, at that time, UrFU was more 
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focused on quickly launching programs in English and recruiting high numbers of 

international students: 

 

We used to have the task of recruiting as many foreign citizens as possible. And no 

one asked us how many foreign citizens have received diplomas. In my 

understanding, our quality is determined by how many people have graduated. They 

studied for two or four years and received a diploma. It is especially a challenge for 

the undergraduate program, where a very large number of foreign citizens are 

expelled. (IOM-1) 

 

An international office manager also added that, currently, the trend of admitting a 

high number of international students has been decreasing slightly and has shifted towards 

reducing the number of programs in English, but maintaining the quality of education, 

number of students, and financial stability (IOM-1). During the interviews, it became clear 

that UrFU had paid great attention to building a working student recruitment system and 

making its programs attractive for the market. At the same time, the university was facing the 

fact that international students were a separate group of stakeholders. This meant that if the 

university was willing to launch similar services for international students quickly, the 

adaptation of programs was only in its infancy. Teachers also had to face challenges: the 

university invested into improving the English language skills of faculty members, but during 

the interviews I understood that additional training was needed in order to help the faculty 

staff with teaching practices for multicultural groups of students: 

 

We invited specialists from Belgium and Germany who specialized in modern 

educational technologies and teaching methods. They talked about how slides are 
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structured correctly, how to work with an international audience, how to sustain 

intercultural communication in the audience, what the current trends are and how this 

can be related to the theory of generations. (IOM-2) 

 

An international office manager was sure that the recruitment of international students 

from different world regions – which was a significant part of UrFU’s internationalization 

strategy – required building an intercultural student community. At the same time, this had to 

be accompanied by the development of an intercultural mindset among employees and the 

internationalization of the physical and electronical campus: 

 

 

In my opinion, the intercultural community helps the development of 

internationalization. If we consider an ideal example in Russia, this is RUDN 

University. They have a wonderful campus, events for the peoples of the world; in 

general, their number of foreign students [is higher], and they have a department 

assigned to each region. […] Strategic development of internationalization leads to 

[the development of the intercultural community [which] is very difficult. The first 

point is to increase the level of the students, the second is to increase the number of 

products that we offer to the international market. And [it is important] in general to 

improve the infrastructure of the university in terms of ergonomics for international 

students. […] For example, in my ideal world, all the documentation is translated into 

English, accountants speak English […] And it is a challenge to change the mindset of 

employers. (IOM-4) 
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As an international office manager added, UrFU experienced two waves of change 

that modified the team responsible for the university’s international affairs (IOM-4). This led 

to the restructuring of international services. This restructuring was not in line with the 

University 2.0 model (described in section 4.3) and, thus, UrFU did not declare that such 

changes were caused directly by the requirements of Project 5-100. However, the 

restructuring of international services stemmed from the idea of improving their performance 

and increasing the numbers of international students and international faculty members, 

which was in line with the goals of the excellence initiative. In summary, the study 

participants indicated several stages of strategy building for university internationalization: 

1. Focus was maintained on quantitative KPIs. A great number of programs in 

English were launched. Mass courses of English for teachers were implemented. 

Launch of international services. 

2. Focus was kept on quantitative KPIs. At this stage, the majority of English-taught 

programs were deemed to be ineffective: there was a lack of demand for them, and 

several of them hardly took place due to the language barrier. The Foundation 

program was developed in order to encourage students’ enrolments in Russian-

taught programs. Restructuring of international services at the university level.  

3. Quantitative KPIs were achieved, and the focus shifted towards quality. A revision 

and reduction of the majority of English-taught programs was made, as well as a 

revision of the curricula of the rest of the programs. Courses on teaching in 

multicultural groups, teaching methods and techniques were organized. Part of the 

international services were delegated to the academic units.  

The university has made a big leap forward in the internationalization of education 

since 2013. It has achieved the planned numbers of international students and has 

dramatically increased the number of faculty members teaching in English. The study 
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participants concluded that the latter indicator was strongly connected with the increase in 

degree programs in English. In 2012, a year before the launch of Project 5-100, there was no 

single English-taught program at UrFU and only a few courses were available in English. In 

2018, during the last stage of the excellence initiative, UrFU offered 18 undergraduate and 

master’s programs in English, and all PhD programs throughout the university were also 

available in English. The rapid development of English-taught programs became possible due 

to the introduction of a licensed center of Cambridge Assessment English at UrFU and mass 

studies for university faculty members (which were free for faculty members and funded by 

UrFU). 

In conclusion, the interviews with the study participants showed that UrFU began to 

raise the quality of English-taught programs and further improve the services for international 

students. At the same time, despite the fact that many actions had been taken towards quality 

improvement, a coherent strategy of quality assurance in relation to the internationalization of 

education has not been elaborated by the university yet. To a great extent, this was caused by 

the changes in the international affairs team which led to some setbacks in the international 

services. The university was also still attempting to address the issues arising from the 

English-taught programs, teaching in intercultural groups, providing services and developing 

infrastructure.  

The change in educational strategy and the focus shift towards increasing quality led 

to a repositioning of the internationalization of education. At the beginning of Project 5-100, 

the educational strategy of internationalization was aimed mostly at increasing the number of 

international students, but, by the end of the excellence initiative, the university understood 

that it needed to build a full-fledged international community, constantly improve the 

curriculum and develop faculty members’ teaching competences. However, first UrFU had to 
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achieve its quantitative indicators in order to change its focus towards the quality of its 

international education. 

4.7.1.3 Regional-international University: No Contradiction in the Two 

Dimensions. UrFU and both its predecessors, USU and Ural State Polytechnical University, 

have historically been oriented towards serving the Ural region. When the university turned 

to the international market, the question as to how both the regional and the international 

dimensions would coexist in the same university arose. At the beginning of Project 5-100, 

this caused controversy and debates within the university. However, time showed that their 

fears were not grounded, there was no conflict between the regional and international 

dimensions, and the regional companies benefited from the internationalization of UrFU’s 

education: 

 

The region must align with the global agenda. And we must become its driver, which 

brings new ideas, new technologies, new research and transformations.  […] I 

remember that when two universities merged [in 2011, my note], there were such 

disputes: students, who knew English, […] would not work here and would definitely 

move away. Now the understanding has changed. A student who has acquired these 

competencies, including the language one, is already needed here, because our 

enterprises need such specialists. (IOM-1) 

 

The International Office Manager also added that such understanding was shared by 

the leadership of the region, the Rector and Academic Council of UrFU. This was confirmed 

when a Vice-Rector noted that UrFU served one of the largest regions in Russia and, thus, 

must compete with world leaders in the quality of educational programs (VR-2). 

 



179 

 
 

The world has been changing and digital transformations have led to students being 

able to choose online courses from their universities abroad. In terms of future 

agenda, it meant importance for UrFU to find the niche that it could occupy for 

several years and thus stay competitive (IOM-1). 

 

The current positioning of UrFU as “a point of attraction which changes the region” 

made it clear that the region and domestic students could benefit from UrFU’s 

internationalization. However, the question of which benefits the international students 

gained when studying at the university was left unanswered. Why should they choose UrFU, 

aside for its connections with the industrial enterprises in the Urals? What do its courses 

provide if they want to continue their career in another region of Russia or abroad? The 

answers to these questions may help UrFU to find further repositioning in the international 

market and search for a unique niche for both online and offline study programs. 

4.8.2 Repositioning of Internationalization 

This section describes how internationalization was re-positioned by university 

employees during the implementation of Project 5-100. It also outlines other outcomes which 

were brought by the excellence initiative and shows a variety of the study participants’ 

positions on how international services should be organized. 

4.7.2.1 Impact of Project 5-100: A New Way of Thinking about International 

Competitiveness. Discussions on the role of Project 5-100 in the university’s 

internationalization arose during each conversation with the study participants. On several 

occasions, the participants indicated the financial rationale as the most evident stimulus for 

the excellence initiative. However, the university leadership and middle managers took a 

contrasting position. Vice-rectors emphasized that the financial role was secondary and other 

benefits brought by the excellence initiative were much more important for the university's 
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long-term development. On the contrary, several international office managers were sure that 

the funding had a dominant position among UrFU’s priorities: 

 

I believe that the financial role is the priority. With no money nothing would happen. 

It would not bring us anything if we were suggested to struggle for a place in the 

rankings for free. But as soon as the money appeared, academic mobility, various 

programs and research collaboration appeared. Not immediately, of course. This was 

not so massive before the Project 5-100. (IOM-6) 

 

The increase in prestige was also named among the benefits of participating in the 

excellence initiative. However, the study participants mentioned it in passing and did not 

focus on positions in the rankings. From their perspective, the fact that participation in the 

excellence initiative repositioned the role of internationalization for UrFU employees was 

more important. They realized the importance of international competitiveness and of the 

university position in the global market: 

 

If there was no Project 5-100, we would not even think in this direction. In fact, we 

began to understand what international competitiveness is. It used to be that we were 

working for the nearest enterprises. And now we understand that the world is 

changing rapidly. New technologies, IT development, digital economy, digital 

university. (IOM-1) 

 

Another international office manager called this process “brain remodeling”: 
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This restructuring is generally awareness that your place is in this world, because if 

you say that you are so smart, then why are you so poor? You really have to prove 

somehow that you are smart, successful. And when we first entered this program, we 

thought: “Who needs these rankings”? Now there is a completely different attitude. 

[…] We can compare it with energy: there was no such life energy, and now we have 

it. (IOM-5) 

 

The repositioning of internationalization also prompted a change of thought regarding 

international faculty recruitment. At the beginning of Project 5-100, hiring international 

academics was seen as a barrier since they were considered as competitors by domestic 

faculty members in terms of funding (IOM-5). Now, domestic colleagues have understood 

that the recruitment of international colleagues reaps benefits for them too in terms of 

cooperation and international promotion of their research. The funding of the excellence 

initiative also “deescalated tensions” since domestic faculty members learned that the salaries 

of international colleagues were paid by a separate source. 

Other meaningful outcomes of Project 5-100 included real and tangible features: the 

development of research, employment of international colleagues, purchase of equipment, 

student and faculty mobility and new partnership with international colleagues. Project 5-100 

changed not only the global positioning of UrFU, but its national positioning as well. Firstly, 

the development of internationalization brought additional competitiveness advantages to the 

admission of students from Russian regions. Secondly, it made UrFU a competitor for the 

universities from Moscow and St. Petersburg on the international market: 

 

It helped us in some sense to catch up with the capital's universities. The capital has 

always been internationalized due to its geographical location. Our city was unknown 



182 

 
 

to international students for a long time. Project 5-100 helped us to qualitatively 

change. (IOM-3) 

 

Finally, the study participants addressed the issue of networking several times during 

the interviews. They indicated more extended contacts with foreign universities and 

individual researchers. Interviewees described networking with colleagues from other 

Russian universities – participants of Project 5-100: 

 

Project 5-100 gave us an opportunity to communicate with colleagues from other 

universities. […] We have created our own group dedicated to [type of services for 

international stakeholders, my note]. Moreover, firstly the group was limitedly under 

the aegis of the Association of Global Universities [created within Project 5-100, my 

note], and now we have created our own group outside of this association. Often 

someone has solved the problem and others have not. Why not share the solution? 

(IOM-5) 

 

Thus, the study participants identified benefits within Project 5-100, and the non-

financial component was often named as the more important factor as opposed to funding: 

• re-positioning of internationalization and global competitiveness 

• growth of URFU’s prestige and positions in the world university rankings 

• additional funding for the development of internationalization 

• specific developments: research, academic mobility, increase in international 

students and faculty members, update of infrastructure and other 

• increase in competitiveness with universities in Moscow and St. Petersburg 

• networking with colleagues from Russia and abroad 
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4.7.2.2 International Services: Diversified Subordination and Variety of 

Positions. As the numbers of international students and faculty staff were growing rapidly 

after the beginning of Project 5-100, UrFU made considerable efforts to develop services for 

the various aspects of internationalization. The study participants noted that it took time to 

build the services to their current state. The system of services in 2020 was as shown in 

Figure 11. 

 

Figure 11 

International Services at University Level 

 

Note. The chart represents part of UrFU’s organizational structure. The data are from Ural 

Federal University, 2021, (https://urfu.ru/ru/about/units/). Translated from Russian. 

 

Thus, the university's international services were subordinated to four UrFU’s senior 

managers. In addition, a part of the services was delegated to the academic units. Several 

specific functions were simultaneously subordinated to two different top-managers. For 

example, the departments subordinated to the Director for Academic Affairs and the Vice-
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Rector for International Relations were simultaneously partly responsible for student 

recruitment. In 2021, responsibility for KPIs on student recruitment was also partly given to 

the academic units. Such organization of services led to a controversial situation where 

various departments often took contrasting positions on specific issues, such as campus 

internationalization: 

 

We are trying to translate documents into English. The university is doing a lot in this 

regard. If you walk through the university, you can already find signs in a foreign 

language, links, and directions in many offices. (IOM-6) 

 

The context of this quote implied the importance of all the listed actions dedicated to 

campus internationalization. At the same time, as regards the rapid growth of online 

education, a Manager of the International Office with another subordination noted that: 

 

I think that the campus and the rest of the infrastructure is not important at all. 

Because the next step is the following: in three to five years, maybe faster, we will 

find ourselves in a community where the campus in general is not important. It will be 

important to offer the competences that international students are ready to buy. (IOM-

1) 

 

The third manager with subordination to another Vice-Rector had another opinion, 

which was the most rigorous among the colleagues: 

 

In my ideal world, accounting should speak English, at least one person in the office 

should. All documents have been translated. […] In [the name of a Russian 
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university], the Academic Council is held in English and everyone does not just attend 

it, but participate in English. This is something we should strive for. […] 

Internationalization is needed not only for the campus, but also for the people working 

on the campus. It is about thinking and understanding. (IOM-4) 

 

The interviews also illustrated a lack of communication among the various 

international services. For example, an international office manager mentioned the example 

of international student adaptation and integration largely built on the support of Buddy 

service – volunteer domestic students who are specially trained to help UrFU’s international 

students (IOM-3). Meanwhile, a colleague subordinated to another Vice-Rector shared a wish 

for student volunteers to practice English and help international faculty members with 

employment and adaptation issues (IOM-5). Indeed, an expansion of the functions of the 

Buddy service to assist not only international students, but also international employees 

seemed logical. Finally, such a subordination scheme led to a lack of consistency in quality 

assurance of international services. An international office manager described how the quality 

assurance for services to international employees was implemented: 

 

There were no mass polls [of international employees]. This is done on an individual 

basis. We are solving problems that arise at the request of their coordinators. If there 

are no requests from the coordinator, we believe that everything is fine. Of course, 

there are employees who directly write about their problems, and these problems are 

solved. (IOM-6) 

 

On the one hand, such an approach provides a kind of personal service. On the other, 

it can lead to systematic gaps being missed. Thus, a united, mutual understanding of quality 



186 

 
 

assurance for all aspects of internationalization could also strongly improve the level of 

international services. Additionally, some faculty members of the academic units indicated, 

during the interviews, that they felt that there was a lack of people in the university's 

international services. However, this was not pointed out by the university staff members. 

As illustrated in this section, the existing system of international services in UrFU is 

characterized by subordination to four Vice-Rectors. This has led to a variety of opinions on 

the organization of international services by the study participants and it also illustrated the 

diversity of their positions on the desired model of internationalization. One university 

administrator believed that the internationalization of the physical campus is not crucial at all 

and efforts should focus on online education only. A number of international office managers 

believed that a few individual actions in this regard were enough, while other colleagues 

emphasized the importance of a complex approach whose description was close to the 

concept of comprehensive internationalization.  

In summary, this chapter described the unique institutional context of my research, 

and namely, its historical background, evolution of organizational structure via a series of 

mergers and enlargements of academic units, as well as the positive dynamics in achieving 

the majority of KPIs during the participation in Project 5-100. It also showed opposite 

viewpoints on rationales for internationalization of UrFU’s vice-rectors and managers of 

international offices. University leadership nominated prestige as the highest priority in both 

the existing and desired context, while the middle management considered the economic 

rationale the leading priority in the current context and the least important priority in the 

desired balance. The chapter also illustrated the process of strengthening international 

positioning since the launch of the excellence initiative, as well as the repositioning of 

internationalization and international competitiveness and the re-definition of their value for 

UrFU. The chapter is followed by three case studies of UrFU’s academic units. 
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5 Сase 1 — Roots of Classical Education, Leaves of Contemporary Academy: 

Repositioning of the Ural Institute of Humanities (UrIH) 

 

It is a great development. But that can only happen if there is already some 

international outlook to start with. (IF-2) 

 

This chapter presents the case of UrIH’s internationalization described within the 

framework of positioning theory. The chapter provides the institutional context in which the 

academic unit is situated. The case contains the documentary analysis of three strategic plans 

of the academic unit and its official website in order to define its evolution in terms of 

international positioning: thematic data analysis of four interviews with 16 respondents, a 

personal interview with the unit director, and three group interviews with domestic and 

international faculty members. The analysis examined the positions of faculty members 

regarding the rationales of unit internationalization, UrIH’s research and educational 

strategies in relation to internationalization and development of services, as well as their 

perceptions on the repositioning of internationalization. The chapter concludes with a 

summary of the case study findings. 

5.1 Context of The Case 

5.1.1 A History of Transformations: The Biggest Academic Unit in UrFU  

UrIH in its current structure was created in 2017 via a merger of two academic units 

(the Institute of Humanities and Arts and the Institute of Social and Political Sciences; hereon 

IHA and ISPS respectively) in order to create the university’s largest institute in terms of 

students and faculty members. These two institutes had been established in 2011 after the 

creation of UrFU on the base of two other regional universities. The sequence of mergers is 

shown in Figure 12. 
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Figure 12 

History of Transformations of UrIH and Its Predecessors 

 

Note. Adapted from (1) Strategic plan of Institute of Humanities and Arts (IHA) of Ural 

Federal University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011c, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IHA-Concept.pdf). In the public domain; 

(2) Strategic plan of Institute of Social and Political Studies (ISPS) of Ural Federal 

University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011d, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-ISPN-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 
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institutes were formed on the 

basis of faculties that 

belonged to Ural State 

University (USU). This was 

explained by the fact that 

there had been no units 

dedicated to social or 

humanitarian sciences in Ural 

State Technical University.

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20developement/UrFU-IHA-Concept.pdf
https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20developement/UrFU-IHA-Concept.pdf
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The newly formed UrIH collected approximately 7,500 students and 1,000 faculty 

members. The institute provided 81 educational programs in humanities, social and political 

sciences. 

In accordance with the following steps of transformations named «University 2.0», 

the academic unit was divided into two schools in 2019: the School of Bachelor Studies (for 

undergraduate programs) and the School of Academic and Project Development (for master 

and postgraduate programs). Each school had a common Dean’s office, while the offices of 

the deputy directors in education, research and general affairs did not belong to any school 

within UrIH and reported directly to the director. UrIH’s structure is shown in Appendix J. 

5.1.2 Internationalization of Education: the Leader in Terms of International Students  

One of the key initial goals of Project 5-100 was to increase the number of 

international students, and thus UrIH strived to achieve this. The recruiting of international 

students in the university had been centralized and provided for by UrFU services. At the 

same time, it was the academic units that decided which programs would attract more 

students, who would teach them and whether word-of-mouth marketing could start working 

based on alumni’s testimonials. Before the launch of Project 5-100, there were no English-

taught programs at UrIH, but several courses (eight in 2011) were available in English. As of 

2020/2021 academic year, there were 81 degree programs across all degree levels at UrIH, 

and five of them were offered in English. All the English-taught programs were provided at 

the master level and included the following: 

• Cognitive Neurosciences 

• International Human Resource Management 

• Neoindustrial Design 

• Political Philosophy 

• Real Studies in Real Russia 
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In 2013, there were more than 360 international students at UrIH who came mostly 

from CIS countries and were studying Russian-taught programs. The number of international 

students increased to 728 in 2018, as Figure 13 shows. The indicators for 2013-2016 

summarize the numbers of both UrIH’s predecessors. 

 

Figure 13 

Number of UrIH’s International Students, Persons 

 
Note. Adapted from data of UrFU’s Department for Academic Development (private 

communication). 

 

As the chart illustrates, UrIH had become the leader in terms of absolute number of 

international full-time students, their percentage in the academic unit (10%) and among all 

the international students of the university. This is a result of the fact that specific degree 

programs, both in English and Russian, became very popular among international applicants. 

For example, the educational program Real Studies in Real Russia (taught in English) 

attracted more than 400 students after its launch. The unit also developed two double degree 
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programs within the Shanghai Cooperation University with the Dalian University of Foreign 

Languages (China) and NARXOZ University (Kazakhstan).  

Furthermore, as an integral part of its academic unit internationalization, UrIH has 

been actively attracting international faculty members since 2013. Indeed, since the launch of 

Project 5-100, UrIH has increased the percentage of international faculty members up to 

11.5% (75 academics in 2019, the leading absolute number of international faculty members 

among all UrFU’s academic units). 

5.1.3 Internationalization of Research: from a Lack of Belief to Self-confidence 

UrIH had dramatically low indicators in terms of research productivity by the start of 

Project 5-100. Modernization of research was defined as a “complex task”, “one of the most 

difficult and most urgent tasks” (Ural Federal University, 2011d, p. 20). The ISPS Strategic 

Plan explained research modernization from a Russian historical perspective: 

 

Historically, Russian research developments in the field of social and 

political sciences had been not in great demand abroad. […] In terms of 

increasing the amount of funds from research grants, it is difficult to compete 

with the natural sciences and UrFU’s technical academic units. Firstly, 

representatives of both the humanities and socio-political sciences cannot 

count on the number of grants comparable to technical disciplines. Secondly, 

the amount of natural sciences funding is usually much higher than grants for 

social and political disciplines. (2011d, p. 20-21). 

 

In addition, the ISPS’ Strategic Plan informed about the difficulties of hiring 

international faculty members (2011d, p. 21) and noted that the low representation of social 

sciences research in the international research agenda had generally characterized the entire 
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Russian social sciences field (2011d, p. 32). Another UrIH’s predecessor mentioned 

significant research output and the existence of ten scholar schools (Ural Federal University, 

2011c, p. 25-34). However, the research results were almost entirely published in national 

and local journals.  Since the excellence initiative launch, the research dimension had 

strongly been developed, and the storyline changed. Recent research productivity of the 

academic unit is displayed in Table 12. 

 

Table 12 

Research Performance of UrIH  

Indicator 2011 2018 

Publications indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science 

4 287 (#4 in UrFU) 

Publications indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science 

per faculty 

0,01 0,3 

Total number of citations N/A 249 

Citations without selfciting N/A 153 

R&D funding, 

THOUSANDS RUB 

40 000 108 000 

Research units headed by 

world-class researchers 

- • Laboratory of Primary Sources 

Research 

• Center for Comparative Studies of 

Toleration and Recognition 

• International Demographic Unit 

Journals indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science 

- • Quaestio Rossica (Q1 in Literature and 

Literary Studies, History, Cultural 

Studies), 

• Problems of Onomastics (Q2 in 

Linguistics and Language, Q3 in 

Communications), 

• Changing Societies & Personalities 

(Q3 in Cultural Studies) 

Note. Adapted from (1) Scientific results of Ural Federal University in 2012 [Power Point 

Slides], by V. Kruzhaev, 2013, (https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-

uchebnyi-god/). In the public domain, (2) Data issued by UrFU’s Center for Monitoring of 

https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-uchebnyi-god/
https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-uchebnyi-god/
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Research and Education. Private communication, (3) website of Ural Federal University, 

2022c, (https://urfu.ru/en/). In the public domain. 

 

UrIH had not become the absolute leader in terms of international research 

productivity in the university, but it was no longer included among the lagging academic 

units since it had now consolidated its leading position in terms of international education and 

achieved repositioning in terms of research reputation in the university. Further data analysis 

in section 5.2 showed which strategy had helped the unit to achieve such results, how the 

internationalization of research and education was implemented and repositioned in the 

academic unit. 

5.2 Data Analysis 

This section presents the findings from document analysis and thematic data analysis 

of group and personal interview transcripts. Positioning theory was applied on two levels: 

first, it focused on the positioning of the academic unit and, second, it helped define the 

positions of faculty members in order to complete the analysis. 

5.2.1 Document Analysis: Choosing Repositioning 

The aim of document analysis was to discover UrIH’s international positioning prior 

to the launch of Project 5-100 and illustrate its development while it achieved the goals of the 

excellence initiative. The findings reported in the present section were based on the analysis 

of the following documents: strategic plans of UrIH’s predecessors, namely, the Strategic 

Plan of UrFU’s ISPS up to 2020 (Ural Federal University, 2011d) and Strategic Plan of 

UrFU’s IHA (Ural Federal University, 2011c); strategic plan of UrIH after the merger of two 

its predecessors into a Strategic Academic Unit (Ural Federal University, 2017); and UrIH’s 

official website (Ural Federal University, 2022d). 
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The present section begins with a description of the context and the international 

positioning of UrIH’s predecessors before Project 5-100, then draws a picture of the 

academic units’ positioning during the excellence initiative after the merger of both its 

predecessors and concludes with a portrayal of the elaborated international positioning at the 

end of 5-100. 

5.2.1.1 Prior to the Start of Project 5-100: No International Positioning, 

Ambitious Planning. Section 5.2.1.1 describes the first steps of UrIH’s predecessors towards 

the elaboration of their international positioning before the start of Project 5-100. The 

analysis in the present section is based on the strategic plans of the academic unit 

predecessors, as of 2011.  

Forced Positioning of Institute of Social and Political Sciences (ISPS). The 

Strategic Plan of the Institute for Social and Political Sciences contained a section, 

International Positioning, where the unit clearly defined its self-positioning within the 

university: “In the field of international activities, ISPS is currently the undisputed leader in 

UrFU” (Ural Federal University, 2011d, p. 6). A collection of ISPS’ speech acts related to 

internationalization and international positioning is presented in Table 13. In accordance with 

the definition given in section 3.3, speech acts are understood within the framework of 

Positioning Theory as excerpts of a speech which are socially significant in a given situation 

for communicators (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999, p.18). In the present chapter, the speech 

acts have been extracted from the documents listed at the beginning of section 5.2.1. These 

and subsequent speech acts are examined within the framework of positioning theory as part 

of the triad “position-speech act-storyline” (Harré & van Langenhove, 1999). 

 

Table 13 

Speech Acts of ISPS Related to the International Dimension (as of 2011) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired positioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

1. UrFU became the 

founding higher 

education institution 

of SCO University in 

“Regional Studies”. 

2. ISPS became a 

resource center for 

RESET HESP 

(Hungary) and a 

partner of short-term 

programs with the 

University of 

Southern Denmark. 

3. ISPS has been 

attracting international 

professors from 

DELE, Russian- 

Embassy of Japan in 

Russia, the Embassy 

of Iran in Moscow, 

Goethe-Institut 

Russland, DAAD, 

Fulbright and others. 

4. The Ministry of 

International and 

Foreign Economic 

Relations of the 

Sverdlovsk Region 

constantly provides 

internship positions 

for ISPS’ students. 

1. An international 

research grant was 

received for Fp7 

program in terms of 

cooperation with 13 

large world research 

centers in 2009. 

2. ISPS is part of the 

international 

program 

"Interregional 

Research in the 

Social Sciences", 

whose donors, along 

with the Ministry of 

Education of the 

Russian Federation, 

are the Carnegie 

Corporation (New 

York) and the 

MacArthur 

Foundation (USA). 

1. There are 36 

agreements on 

cooperation with 

foreign universities 

and research centers. 

3. International 

funding attracted 

around 30,000,000 

RUB in 2010. 

4. Partner 

Organizations of 

ISPS include: New 

Eurasia, Carnegie 

Corporation of New 

York, MacArthur 

Foundation, 

European 

Commission, 

Fulbright, UNESCO, 

Kennan Institute for 

Advanced Russian 

Studies, Open 

Society Institute-

Budapest, Società 

Dante Alighieri, 

Consulates of the 

USA, the UK, 

Germany, France, 

Czech Republic, 

Hungary, China and 

others. 

1. Modernization of 

education:  

А) Modernization of 

curriculum, creation of 

interdisciplinary master 

programs,  

B) Modernization of 

methodology, study 

approaches and 

educational 

technologies.  

Actions: 

1. Advanced training for 

faculty members in 

foreign universities and 

centers for the 

development of 

pedagogical 

technologies. 

2. Familiarization of 

faculty members with 

Scholarship in Teaching 

and Learning (Carnegie 

Foundation), Problem-

based Learning и 

Project Learning 

(Maastricht University 

and several universities 

in Finland). 

1. Modernization of 

research: development 

of policy aimed at 

increasing citation 

indices of faculty 

members.  

2. Increasing the amount 

of funding received 

through research 

projects. Participation 

in projects Fp7, 

Fulbright, Humboldt 

Foundation, Friedrich 

Naumann Foundation 

and others. 

Modernization of 

innovations: ISPS 

could become a think-

tank for the university 

and for the region. 
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Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Institute of Social and Political Studies (ISPS) of Ural 

Federal University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011d, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-ISPN-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

Table 13 illustrates that ISPS’ internationalization, as of 2011, was mainly positioned 

as cooperation with international partner universities and organizations. Previous experience 

of research internationalization was scarce and did not result in publications in peer reviewed 

journals indexed in international databases. Altogether, ISPS’ faculty members produced only 

two such papers in 2011, while another array of publications was published in Russian 

journals or were not indexed in international databases. Therefore, the self-positioning of 

ISPS as a leader in terms of internationalization referred to the educational dimension only. 

The ISPS Strategic Plan (Ural Federal University, 2011d, p. 38) also contained the 

section Positioning of the unit at UrFU where the Institute proclaimed two more positions 

(my emphasis): 

 

ISPS plays the role of an expert and analytical center in the field of social 

problems and technologies at UrFU, providing sociological, psychological 

and political-technological support to projects and programs of the university 

as a whole. ISPS develops […] initiative projects aimed at strengthening the 

importance of the university in the regional community. Thanks to the 

implementation of these projects, UrFU will be able to position itself as a 

center of not only technological, but also more broadly – social – 

innovations.  
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Here ISPS assumed the position of a think-tank for social issues in UrFU and forced 

the university to take the position of a center for social innovations. The second position 

came from the expertise in international cooperation (my emphasis): 

 

ISPS, as a leader in the field of academic international relations in the region, 

plays the role of a resource center for international cooperation in UrFU, 

carrying out advanced training of employees of UrFU and other federal 

universities in various fields of international cooperation. For this purpose, a 

special project group is being created at ISPS – the Center of Advanced 

Training in the Area of International Cooperation. (Ural Federal University, 

2011d, p.19) 

 

This idea subsequently and successfully translated into the Unit for Retraining and 

Advanced Studies at UrIH. This became one of the leading centers for supplementary 

education in the University. Therefore, in 2011 ISPS had already experienced the positions of 

active player and agent of change within the university in the following areas: 

• international cooperation for educational purposes 

• expert center for social issues  

• educator (“resource center”) for international cooperation 

ISPS also sustained a new primary task of research repositioning: to become “the 

leading R&D center in the field of social and political sciences in the Ural region” (Ural 

Federal University, 2011d, p. 22) and achieve meaningful research positions internationally. 

The academic unit noted that human and informational resources were required to start 

addressing this task and suggested a possible solution: “serious work needs to be done to 
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create a system of motivation for teachers and research faculty in order to publish results of 

their studies in foreign English-language journals” (Ural Federal University, 2011d, p. 21). 

Therefore, in 2011 ISPS positioned itself as an UrFU academic unit with leading 

positions in terms of international cooperation in the area of education. The academic units 

also stated its goals of repositioning and development of internationally recognized research. 

ISPS was created with the assumption that most faculty members’ efforts should be made to 

teach in accordance with the Soviet model of higher education. At the same time, the creation 

of UrFU in 2009 prompted a clash between the teaching-oriented model and the new era 

when research competences were as much important as teaching. This forced its desired 

positioning as a leading R&D center.  

Repositioning Goals of the Institute of Humanities and Arts (IHA). IHA presented 

its self-positioning in the Strategic Plan (Ural Federal University, 2011c, p. 18) as “the 

leading center for liberal arts education in the Ural region and one of the leading centers for 

liberal arts education in Russia”. The Strategic Plan also outlined the desirable positioning of 

the academic unit (Ural Federal University, 2011c, p. 46) which was constructed on the idea 

of competitiveness and did not articulate specific areas of competences: 

 

[…] to properly compete with national universities in Moscow and St. 

Petersburg and the largest educational centers of neighboring Eurasian 

countries by such criteria as quality of teaching, demand for graduates on the 

labour market, level of research and socially oriented projects. 

 

One more task of international repositioning was outlined in IHA’s Strategic Plan 

(Ural Federal University, 2011c, p. 44): “[One of IHA’s tasks in the area of education is] to 
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achieve leadership as an international center for advanced training of young teachers and 

researchers from Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, CIS countries”. 

The excerpt illustrates that, firstly, IHA positioned itself as a regional center of 

expertise at national level, and secondly, its international ambition was to achieve visibility 

among neighboring countries. IHA’s self-positioning in the research area was different from 

ISPS: the latter sustained that the current level of research demanded serious actions for 

development. In contrast, IHA declared the high level of its research capacities (Ural Federal 

University, 2011c, p. 25): “The research potential of IHA’s subdivisions is objectively high 

and makes it possible to achieve the necessary synergetic effect both in research activities and 

the educational process”. The research capacity of IHA is described in Table 14 and gathers 

the speech acts of the document in reference to the international dimension of the academic 

unit in terms of education, research and other areas of development. 

 

Table 14 

Speech Acts of IHA Related to the International Dimension (as of 2011) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired positioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

1. IHA provides two 

advanced 

trainings in the 

international 

curriculum: 

International 

Tourism (by 

International Air 

Transport 

Association / 

IATA), 

Documentation 

and Informational 

Support for the 

Tourism Industry 

(by AMADEUS 

Global 

Distributive 

System). 

 

2. In 2010, 6.9% of 

the student body 

consisted of 

international 

students (while in 

UrFU it was 

1.1% on average) 

1. There are eight scholar schools in 

IHA that unite research centers 

and academic departments. 

Among them, six schools have 

international connections: 

 

• Ural School of Source Study and 

Archeography. 

• Ural School of Byzantine Studies.  

• Ural Onomastic School.  

• Research School of Cultural 

Linguistics and Stylistics. 

• School of Strategies for Creative 

Behavior in Russian Literature.  

• Ural School of Journalism. 

 

2. Partner organizations include 

universities from Europe, the 

USA, Asia and CIS countries. 

 

3. Funding was received from the 

British Council, American 

Council of Learned Societies, 

Finnish Academy of Sciences, the 

Fulbright program, European 

Community Grant (Poland), 

University of Orebrew (Sweden), 

the US Information Agency, the 

Open Society Institute Assistance 

Foundation and others. 

1. IHA has been 

participating in the 

TEMPUS project 

Ecole hoteliere 

superieure jointly 

with Russian and 

foreign partners. 

 

2. There are 22 

international 

partners in IHA 

(out of 75 at 

UrFU): large 

foreign 

universities, 

research centers, 

libraries and 

museum centers. 

1. Internationalization 

of education includes 

the development of 

double degree 

programs, increasing 

the number of courses 

in English and 

attraction of 

international students. 

Cooperation with 

partner                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                           

CIS countries is a 

priority.  

 

2. Recruiting of 

students from other 

regions of Russia and 

abroad, primarily 

from CIS countries, is 

a priority. 

 

3. In 2011-2012, the 

introduction of new 

learning technologies 

in accordance with 

international practices 

was planned. 

 

4. In 2013-2016, the 

creation of Ural 

Academy of IATA 

was planned. 

IHA aims to achieve 

world-class quality 

of research, 

including 

development of a 

strategy for 

increasing the 

citation index of 

academic staff: 

 

1. In 2011-2012, 

creation of a system 

of incentive 

payments for 

research. Creation of 

a linguistic support 

system for 

publications. 

Development of a 

support system for 

applying to research 

funding programs. 

 

2. In 2013-2016, 

organization of 

International 

Northern 

Archaeological 

Congress at IHA. 

Involving high 

percentage of IHA’s 

faculty members into 

research activities. 

IHA’s goals of 

development are:  

 

• advanced training of 

IHA’s faculty members 

in leading foreign 

universities  

• development of 

international 

partnerships 

• support for international 

projects 

• development of a 

concept for IHA’s 

international promotion 

• invitation of 

international academics 

• development of 

Master's degree 

programs in English 

• holding numerous 

international events 

with the aim of further 

strengthening the 

acquired status of the 

Institute's international 

significance 

• partnership with 

international 

associations in order to 

develop education and 

research. 
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Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Institute of Humanities and Arts (IHA) of Ural Federal 

University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011c, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IHA-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

Research in IHA has been carried out in 10 areas; Table 14 illustrated that six out of 

eight scholar schools developed connections with foreign universities and organizations and 

managed to participate in several international funding programs by 2011. However, only two 

out of all the publications produced by IHA’s faculty members were published in journals 

indexed in international databases, such as Scopus or Web of Science in 2011 and 2012 

(Kruzhaev, 2013). Despite the existence of international connections, there was no sufficient 

publishing experience in international peer-review journals and “high research potential” 

referred to publications mostly published in Russian journals.  

Regarding future directions, among other tasks for the development of IHA’s 

academic unit, it was indicated that the main goal was “[…] achieving an international level 

of research, which includes, but is not limited to, the development and implementation of a 

strategy for increasing the citation index of faculty members” (Ural Federal University, 

2011c, p.  44). 

As Table 14 illustrated, IHA’s Strategic Plan provided many details when describing 

its capacities and it was rather descriptive in relation to its goals. The 2020 repositioning 

tasks in terms of internationalization were mostly formulated as follows: 

• to become an educational unit for liberal arts recognized internationally 

• to become a leading international center for advanced training in humanities and 

arts of young teachers and researchers from Central and Eastern Europe, Russia, 

CIS countries 
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• to achieve international quality and output of research.  

The storyline of IHA’s Strategic Plan was different from ISPS. The academic unit 

articulated its desired, and thus intentional positioning, as opposed to a more forced 

positioning in case of ISPS. IHA presented the upcoming changes following the natural 

development of existing scholar schools; ISPS communicated a lack of research 

competencies and intended to make a leap forward in repositioning. Such differences in 

positioning were solely based on distinguished storylines and rhetoric, and not on the actual 

differences in research abilities. The number of publications per faculty member in IHA, as of 

2010, was even lower than that of ISPS: 2.3 versus 3.4 (Ural Federal University, 2011c, p.30; 

Ural Federal University, 2011d, p. 58). 

5.2.1.2 Positioning in the Middle of Project 5-100: Intermediate Achievements. In 

this section, the findings of the document analysis on UrIH positioning during the excellence 

initiative are presented. The Strategic Plan of UrIH was created in 2017 following the merger 

of two units: ISPS and IHA. The structure and content of the document were rather different 

from the strategic plans of both its predecessors, since the document contained more 

ambitious KPIs and detailed plans of education, research and faculty members’ development. 

Their decomposition was presented through specific measures that had to be undertaken in 

order to achieve the indicators. It should be noted that the structure of the strategic document 

changed due to the new requirements of Project 5-100. The newly established Project 5-100 

Office at UrFU (officially called Department of Strategic Development and Marketing) 

developed unified templates for strategic documents, ranging from strategic plans of 

academic units to charters of projects funded by the excellence initiative.  

In the document, UrIH clearly articulated its regional positioning (Ural Federal 

University, 2017, p. 6): “The aim is to preserve and develop UrIH’s activity as a moderator of 

educational, cultural and social life of the region” (my emphasis). However, international 
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positioning was described by listing facts and figures.  The only speech act related to 

international positioning described the background in hosting world-class research events 

(Ural Federal University, 2017, p. 51): “ISPS and IHA are the platform and providers for 

large-scale research events, including world-class ones” (my emphasis).  

The extracted speech acts, that could help reconstruct UrIH’s international 

positioning, are presented in Table 15. 

 

Table 15 

Speech Acts of UrIH Related to the International Dimension (as of 2017) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired positioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

1. In 2017, international 

undergraduate and 

master students made 

up 7% of all UrIH’s 

undergraduate and 

master students and 

27% of the same 

categories of UrFU’s 

international students. 

 

2. International PhD 

students made up 20% 

of all UrIH’s PhD 

students and 35% 

among UrFU’s 

international PhD 

students. 

 

3. Four master programs 

were taught in 

English. 

  

  

  

  

  

1. Three laboratories 

headed by leading 

international academics 

were developed: 

• Laboratory for 

Comparative Studies of 

Tolerance (Dr. Martin 

van Gelderen, 

University of 

Göttingen, Germany). 

• Laboratory for Studies 

of Primary Sources (Dr. 

Marie-Pierre Rey, 

University Paris-1, 

France). 

• International 

Demographic Unit (Dr. 

Gunnar Thorvaldsen, 

University of Tromsø, 

Norway). 

 

2. Two research journals 

were indexed in Scopus 

and Web of Sciences 

databases. 

 

3. High increase in papers 

in international 

journals: 146 in 2016 

compared to four in 

2011. 

1. International Academic 

Council was created 

with the aim to 

meaningfully examine 

UrIH’s educational and 

research projects. 

 

2. UrIH annually held 50 

to 100 conferences, 

seminars, round tables 

with the participation of 

international 

researchers. The key 

ones being:  

• Annual Convention 

"Modernization and 

multiple modernities",  

• International Forum 

"Cooperation between 

universities and 

research centers of the 

BRICS countries: 

education, science, 

innovation";  

• Intellectual platform of 

the Ural Industrial 

Biennale of 

Contemporary Art  

• and others. 

1. Becoming the center of 

international education in 

the region.  

 

2. Active promotion of 

competitive educational 

programs to far-abroad 

and former CIS countries.  

 

3. Increasing the amount of 

international students 

attending Russian-taught 

programs, developing 

new English-taught 

programs for master's and 

postgraduate studies. 

 

4. Expanding academic 

exchange, network and 

double degree programs, 

implemented jointly with 

foreign partner 

universities. 

 

5. International 

accreditation of leading 

educational programs. 

  

  

1. Achieving the level 

of world-class 

research in: 

• socio-cultural and 

historical factors of 

society adaptation to 

changes. 

• Russian language as 

a linguo-cognitive, 

communicative and 

cultural 

phenomenon. 

• philosophical and 

political analysis of 

the communities of 

modern Eurasia 

• neurocognitive 

developmental 

research. 

 

2. Integration of 

research teams into 

the international 

research dialogue. 

 

3. Creation and 

development of 

research journals 

included in 

international indexing 

systems. 

1. Search for new 

promising international 

partners for cooperation. 

 

2. Support for academic 

mobility of students. 

 

3. Holding high-level 

international events.  

 

4. Presentation of degree 

programs at international 

fairs. 

 

5. Participation in 

international educational 

projects Erasmus and 

Tempus. 

 

6. Study of international 

educational markets. 

 

7. Developing a system of 

criteria for recruiting 

international faculty 

members. 

 

8. Expanding participation 

in international academic 

associations. 
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Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Strategic academic unit “Ural Institute of Humanities” 

for 2017-2021, by Ural Federal University, 2017,  

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IHA-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

The goals of desired repositioning were formulated in UrIH Strategic Plan (Ural 

Federal University, 2017, pp. 4-5) as follows (my emphasis): 

1.  An active and agile agent of higher education that is sensitive to the international 

environment: “To develop the modern and open model of education providing 

high quality and oriented towards the challenges of the changing world”; 

2. Provider of degree programs at international level: “To develop world-class 

educational programs through integration of education, research and cooperation 

with corporates”; 

3. Leadership based on a combination of regional and international dimensions: “To 

become the center of international education in the region”; 

4. World-class research center in four areas: 

• “socio-cultural and historical factors of society adaptation to changes  

• Russian language as a linguo-cognitive, communicative and cultural phenomenon 

• philosophical and political analysis of the communities of modern Eurasia 

• neurocognitive developmental research and neurotechnology of online learning”. 

In contrast with its predecessors, UrIH based its storyline on facts and figures and was 

much more specific in its desired repositioning. The academic unit articulated several points 

which could be classified as deliberate self-positioning. At the same time, in 2017 UrIH was 

still searching for a unique and clear international positioning.  
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5.2.1.3 Positioning by the end of Project 5-100: repositioning via a combination 

of history and latest developments. The present section illustrates how UrIH had 

fundamentally changed its positioning through the international dimension by the end of 

Project 5-100. If earlier internationalization was presented in UrIH’s strategic documents as a 

sort of corollary, in 2020 it was repositioned as an integral part of UrIH’s positioning (Ural 

Federal University, 2022d) and the foundation for its self-determination and mission (my 

emphasis): 

 

The Ural Institute of Humanities is a diverse and broad community of students, 

professors and researchers where the finest traditions of classical university 

education meet the aspirations of contemporary society, and the challenges of the 

global world. 

[…] We are also proud to be a center of international cooperation where 

one in ten students comes from abroad, where discussions in various languages are 

encouraged, where different cultural perspectives fit together, and where ideas can be 

shared and put into practice in a supportive and friendly atmosphere.  

 

More speech acts focused on the position of education and research center with roots 

in classical education and leaves in modern society (Ural Federal University, 2022d): 

 

Our mission is to prepare a new generation of professionals to follow career paths in 

the humanities and social sciences, the one that is prepared to meet global challenges 

and set the humanitarian agenda at both the national and international level. (my 

emphasis)  
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[…] The prolific research environment within UIH has given rise to multiple 

large-scale projects jointly implemented by top Russian and world experts.  

[…] the one who is open to the humanities – is open to the world. 

 

UrIH formulated its international self-positioning based on its background and 

following advantages: tradition in classical education, high share of international students and 

existing characteristics of studies in humanities. 

The documentary analysis of three strategic plans of UrIH and its predecessors 

showed the history of the academic unit development from the perspective of positioning 

theory. In 2011, two years prior to the beginning of Project 5-100, the academic units (ISPS 

and IHA) positioned themselves as regional centers of education and research with national 

visibility. They articulated stand-alone international research connections. The units barely 

produced any internationally visible research, they offered several courses in English and did 

not specify a precise international positioning. At the same time, UrIH’s predecessors had 

already had ambitions to internationalize the research dimension and motivate faculty 

members to publish in internationally recognized journals. 

 In 2017, the newly formed UrIH gathered ISPS and IHA and demonstrated a much 

clearer understanding of the internationalization strategy. Its Strategic Plan (Ural Federal 

University, 2017) contained a list of specific steps with very clear wording. The self-

positioning of the unit was transformed into an active agent of the international educational 

market with systematically developing research that, however, was still in search of a specific 

international positioning. Finally, by 2020 the international research and educational 

environment had become an integral part of UrIH’s positioning. Its repositioning was based 

on a combination of roots in classical education with contemporary international programs 

and research units. 
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It should also be noted that the nature of UrIH’s storylines had changed. In 2011, it 

was a “why not” storyline for ISPS explaining why the academic unit could not achieve high 

research performance. It was slightly different for IHA which had a good research 

productivity despite the objectively low indicators of international publications. Both 

strategic plans in 2011 were based on descriptions and subjective assessments. By 2017, the 

newly formed UrIH had already significantly increased its KPIs, while the storyline of its 

development program was based on facts and figures. In 2020, UrIH became a leader among 

UrFU’s academic units in terms of number of international students and achieved a great 

research output. It gave confidence and persuasiveness to the storyline of the unit’s self-

positioning which was then presented to the public. 

5.2.2 Rationales of Internationalization: Drastically Different Current and Desired 

Balances  

Sections 5.2.2 and 5.3.3 are based on the RPE responses and interviews with 16 

academics from UrIH, which included five project leaders (UrIH's Director, leaders of 

research units and heads of internationally oriented degree programs), seven domestic faculty 

members and four international faculty members. The aggregated responses of 16 interview 

participants from UrIH on the desired balance of rationales are shown below in Figure 14.  

 

Figure 14 

Current Balance of Rationales for Internationalization from the Perspective of UrIH’s Study 

Participants 
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The prestige rationale was indicated as a priority by most of the participants. The 

economic rationale also had a significant impact in UrIH staff’s view. When being asked to 

distribute the points in accordance with the desired balance of rationales, most of the 

participants changed their responses (see Figure 15). 

 

Figure 15 

Desired Balance of Rationales for UrFU’s Internationalization from the Perspective of 

UrIH’s Study Participants 
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3,6 Prestige rationale

Economic rationale

Academic rationale

Social rationale
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5,3
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3,3 Academic rationale

Prestige rationale
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The prestige rationale moved to second place while the academic rationales were 

indicated as the most important. As can be seen from the pie chart, the economic rationale 

instead moved to the last position.   

After filling in the Informed Consent questionnaire, I discussed the rationales for 

internationalization during the interviews with the study participants. The interviewees 

occupied diverse positions. 

1. Enthusiasm; agreement with the existing balance of rationales; position of an 

active agent of change. Below is an extract from a project leader’s speech: 

 

I believe that this [prestige, my note] is the main task. The economic rationale is 

worth less because the financial situation will be sufficient when the first task 

[Prestige] and two others [Academic and Social Rationale] are achieved. You need to 

have a good reputation in the world for this. We have the name in Russia, we are 

known for a number of educational programs and research in the world, but we have a 

lot to strive for. Project 5-100 gives a lot to the university, but people who work here 

are the drivers of change. The Project creates the external conditions and shakes us 

outwardly, but until self-determination appears, the situation does not change. (PL-3) 

 

Another comment was given by an international faculty member who noted that UrIH 

was very focused on international prestige. The academic concluded that it was due to 

the university’s general policy of assigning quite substantial bonuses for publishing in 

Western journals that encouraged many academics to publish frequently under the 

institutional label of UrFU. Another factor was “a great effort” that the university 

made to invite international academics to participate in its events and research. (IF-1): 
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2. Neutral tone; agreement with the existing balance of rationales; position of an 

observer of specific processes of internationalization. In a speech act below, an 

international faculty member used the pronoun “they” when mentioning the people 

working on this task and, thus, separated himself from this process (Harré & van 

Langenhove, 1999, p. 26): 

 

They are […] investing a lot of time and a lot of resources into internationalization, in 

social media and other activities trying to attract people from abroad. I think that can 

be seen as a way of putting the name of the university among other Eastern and 

Western universities as well. (IF-3) 

 

3. Disaffection; disagreement with the existing balance of rationales; position of 

forced participation in internationalization processes. Position of forced 

followers of the internationalization policy: 

 

This is, in many ways, the opposite position. You rise in the rankings not because you 

are good, but you are getting better because you become higher in the rankings. [It 

works] because there are certain technologies (my emphasis, an example of 

separation). (DF-3) 

If there had not been any funds allocated for this, no one would have done this 

voluntarily (my emphasis, an example of separation). [PL-2] 

 

The RPE and its further discussion with the study participants revealed several points. 

First of all, most of the participates indicated prestige and, during the interviews, Project 5-

100 as the key rationales. Secondly, most of the interviewees were concurrently and actively 
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participating in international initiatives of their academic unit and university. One of the 

reasons for this were additional funding opportunities. Thirdly, the desired balance of 

rationales for internationalization according to UrIH’s faculty members was fundamentally 

different from their perception of existing priorities.  

5.2.3 The Contribution of Project 5-100: Two Sides of the Same Coin 

 As described in sections 3.4.1 and 3.6.4, inductive reasoning was applied to the 

process of interviews and coding. I used the open-coding approach (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) 

and developed codes after holding the interviews. I generated codes throughout the analysis 

of the dataset, which meant that the same code could be applied to several case studies and/or 

institutional contexts. However, when carrying out the analysis of a specific case study, I 

used a Code-Document Table, which allowed me to visualize the frequency of the codes 

application to a studied academic unit. I also able to infer from the table which groups of 

study participants referred to each code more frequently (i.e., domestic faculty members or 

project leaders), as I had group interviews with the faculty members. In case the content 

grouped under some codes strongly overlapped, I reviewed those codes once again and 

merged them.  

I used Atlas.TI software for the thematic analysis, as indicated in section 3.6.4, which 

was useful during the generation and review of codes. The following step was the creation of 

collated codes into potential themes for each case. The software showed the frequency of the 

codes for each specific case study. Also, I carefully revised the list of codes, speech acts, and 

my comments on these speech acts, which I had annotated in the software during the coding 

process, in order to elaborate themes. Then, I generated several themes for each case study 

and the university on the whole (the latter are described in Chapter 4, section 4.8) so as to 

address the second research question: the repositioning of internationalization during Project 

5-100 with regards to rationales, research and educational strategies and services. The present 
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section covers two themes which help us focus on the impact of Project 5-100 on UrIH: the 

positive contribution of the excellence initiative and the challenges that it brought to the 

academic life of the academic unit. 

5.2.3.1. The Positive Impact of Project 5-100: Tangible Developments, Impetus to 

Change and Increased International Visibility. Since most of the study participants had 

become recipients of Project 5-100 funding, they expressed their opinions regarding the role 

of the excellence initiative. They listed the following benefits. 

Domestic faculty members and project leaders noted specific developments that 

were funded by Project 5-100 and provided wider opportunities to implement their projects. 

They included: 

• purchase of equipment 

 

Two laboratories are actively involved in our educational programs. They 

were launched thanks to the funding of Project 5-100. That time we were the 

only [research unit, my note] from our academic unit who managed to 

purchase equipment. We are still living and somehow growing based on 

these facilities. (PL-1) 

 

• development of research journals 

 

5-100 provided [financial] support for our research journals that have been 

listed in international databases thanks to this. No, it is better with Project 5-

100 than without it, that's for sure. (DF-5) 
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• faculty mobility that led to increased cooperation with partner universities and 

academics 

 

Mobility of faculty members […] was a good tool. […] It did not cover 

100% of the costs for trips, but, at the same time, this really pushed for the 

development of international relations and contacts. (DF-1) 

 

• increased mobility of domestic students 

 

You know, there was a good light period, I remember, if we talk specifically 

about 5-100. There were two years […] when students who went abroad for 

internships received some scholarships […] It was student mobility, and they 

received very decent money. (DF-1) 

 

International faculty members noted that Project 5-100 provided them with the 

possibility to find a job at Ural Federal University:  

 

I know a large portion of my monthly salary comes from the 5-100 financial 

basis. I suppose I’ve received money for the successful publication of 

articles. And I think I occasionally received conference funding from this 

source as well. (IF-1) 

 

Project 5-100 was also considered by project leaders as a driver of change in the 

academics’ way of thinking about internationalization and research: 
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Project 5-100 gave an impetus to people beginning to change. A lot of work 

was done to move away from what is now commonly called the indigenous 

nature of research […]. But there are also drivers, and these are, first of all, 

the people who work here. […] Project 5-100 creates the external conditions 

and shakes us outwardly, but until self-determination appears, the situation 

stands still. It is necessary to form a cohort of professionals, teams of like-

minded people who would work in the same direction.  (PL-3) 

 

Finally, project leaders also noted increased international and national visibility: 

 

We began to see ourselves on a global scale, and can be proud of our 

successes in the country. The project is still a powerful push. From the point 

of view of psychology, any competition, if it is properly created and properly 

maintained, promotes development. (PL-3) 

 

Despite UrFU not achieving the initial goal of Project 5-100 – entrance into top-100 

institutions of the three world university rankings, it has significantly improved its positions. 

UrFU started the excellence initiative from position #501-500 (2013) and moved to position 

#351 in the QS World University Ranking, as well as entering a number of subject rankings, 

namely: QS #51-100 in Engineering – Petroleum and Engineering, Social Policy & 

Administration, Hospitality & Leisure Management; #101-150 in Philosophy, History; #245 

in Arts & Humanities; #396 in Natural Sciences and other subject areas (Quacquarelli 

Symonds, 2021). On the whole, UrFU managed to enter four QS broad subject areas and 15 

other subject rankings. The institution also entered the U.S. News Best Global Universities 
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rankings, as well as THE World University Rankings by Subject and regional tables of 

international ranking agencies. The full list of rankings is available in Appendix I. 

In summary, during the interviews, the study participants emphasized the different 

outcomes of the excellence initiative based on their professional experience: project leaders 

noted strategic improvements and increase in the academic unit visibility, domestic faculty 

members focused on specific developments and international faculty staff talked about 

funding opportunities for their job positions at UrFU. It is also worth mentioning that the 

study participants realized that project 5-100 worked only when the employees made an 

effort and that the key to success was the people, not the excellence initiative itself.  

It was not surprising that all the study participants had a positive outlook when 

discussing the benefits of the excellence initiative. However, the positions of faculty 

members varied when they discussed the challenges brought by Project 5-100. 

5.2.3.2. The Reverse Side of Project 5-100: Bureaucracy, Disunity, and Lack of 

Funding. While reflecting on their experience, the study participants outlined the challenges 

which they had to face during the implementation of various international projects, such as 

managing degrees or short-term programs in English, leading international research units, 

organizing the employment of foreign faculty members or teaching in a multicultural 

environment. In this section, I arrange their insights into the commonly noted challenges and 

their described positions. 

The first and the most commonly discussed issue was systemic bureaucratic 

complexities. Two positions were declared in this regard: one the one hand, some study 

participants demonstrated a strongly negative position towards red tape and expressed 

frustratation when they shared their opinion. Indeed, a project leader, which was responsible 

for an English-taught program, reported that Project 5-100 “brought enormous paperwork” 

(PL-4) that strongly decreased the willingness to finance the educational program with the 
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excellence initiative funds and discouraged the handling of administrative duties in UrFU. 

The faculty member even called the rationales of internationalization “bureaucratic 

rationales”, to better describe the need to achieve performance indicators as a result of Project 

5-100: “Due to the amount of paperwork, it's easier for me to teach my course abroad, as I 

have just done in [the name of a country, my note], than try to develop an English-taught 

program here” (PL-4). 

On the other hand, despite noticing the increased paperwork, another group of study 

participants accepted it understandingly. A faculty member compared the experience with 

teaching abroad:  

 

Both types of work are quite difficult. I want to say that it is not very easy to 

teach abroad when I have such an opportunity. It is just another paperwork 

and another bureaucracy. But teaching gives you more moral satisfaction, 

because it is your choice, your uniqueness and originality. Developing a 

program in English here may bring more material rewards, but 

psychologically it brings less. (DF-4) 

 

Another domestic faculty member found a solution to the difficulties in the 

cooperation with an international faculty member in the academic department. The study 

participant described it as a bilateral exchange: “We help him to deal with the paperwork, and 

he, in turn, does a lot for us, for example, he helps with the translations.” (DF-2) 

Thus, the positions on the increased red tape were divided into either complete 

unwillingness to deal with paperwork and a search for ways of collaboration and decreasing 

the amount of work. 
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Second, the study participants pointed out a lack of information that led to a certain 

level of disunity. Such disunity led to additional efforts in order to deal with services or 

teaching, despite some solutions being already available within the academic unit or the 

university. Again, the study participants expressed two positions. Whenever academics 

suggested a solution, their position was proactive: a faculty member talked about “inventing a 

bicycle” (DF-4) when speaking about teaching methods for international groups of students 

and programs in English. However, the study participant suggested organizing a meeting to 

share the experience between academic departments and providing support for other study 

participants who had less experience. During another group interview, a project leader 

outlined another side of such disunity (my emphasis): 

 

When we were launching the program, at first, we did not receive funding 

from 5-100. It was a long story and we basically opened the program with 

great difficulties because we were perceived as competitors to the existing 

projects. But we were doing applied research that provided the income 

necessary to launch the program. (PL-1) 

 

Later, the team of the project leader received funding from Project 5-100 and the 

study participant became optimistic when recounting how they had overcome such disunity. 

The other position was, in contrast, passive and pessimistic. It was expressed by a number of 

faculty members who discussed the disunity between departments in the University and 

UrIH. A faculty member said that “it is very difficult to determine who is responsible for this 

or that function” (PL-3) in terms of services for international students and faculty members in 

the university. The storyline of the speech was built on criticism to the university 
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international services and no solutions were provided (see more details about services in 

section 5.2.5).  

Thus, the positions largely depended on the extent to which academics could 

influence the situation. During the discussion on the disunity in the academic unit, the 

academics suggested solutions to address this difficulty. When they commented on the 

cooperation with the university international offices, they were rather frustrated and passive. 

However, it is worth mentioning that this challenge, outlined within the context of Project 5-

100, was not a result of the excellence initiative. Faculty members emphasized that it was a 

common situation. Nevertheless, UrFU’s participation in Project 5-100 and the need to 

intensely cooperate with other academic departments in UrIH and UrFU made the lack of 

communication obvious. 

Finally, the study participants noted unsustainable funding from Project 5-100. 

On the one hand, the amount which was allocated to UrFU changed during the previous 

years. On the other, the funding that was distributed to the same initiatives within the 

university (research units, educational programs, etc.) varied from year to year. The study 

participants remembered that, earlier, Project 5-100 provided more generous funding for the 

implementation of the project: “In 2014-2015, there were more favourable conditions for the 

use of 5-100 funds and less bureaucratic red tape. Then the funding decreased.” (PL-5) 

The opinions of the study participants were again split into two positions. One group 

of interviewees outlined this challenge from a negative perspective only. Indeed, a faculty 

member indicated that the financial motivation for those who were teaching in English or 

developing international programs was less than the efforts that they had made (DF-4). The 

faculty member also added that “now Project 5-100 makes it obligatory to fulfil the 

indicators, report for each spent ruble and there are more requirements.” (DF-4). This 

position was supported by a number of colleagues. In contrast, other academics admitted that 
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the funding had decreased, but, at the same time, agreed that it was consistent with the idea of 

5-100 to develop projects which would reach self-sufficiency:  

 

When the laboratory was created in 2014, funding from 5-100 was quite 

decent – up to (number) million. Now we have funding of (number) 

thousand, this is the only support. […] Despite the fact that we are fulfilling 

all the indicators and even overfulfilling, the technicians clog us with their 

indicators (and receive more funding, my note). […] The rest is all financed 

by grants, and we have a lot of grants from the Russian Science Foundation 

and other funds. Maybe this was the aim of Project 5-100. At least, we were 

told that first they would support us, and then we must attract funding 

ourselves. (PL-1) 

 

A similar position was articulated by an international faculty member who described 

the experience of striving for 5-100 funding: the study participant organized an international 

event that was not approved in the end. The academic intended to search for other funding 

opportunities to hold the event (IF-3). It should be noted that most of the study participants, 

who touched this topic during the interview, mainly expressed a negative opinion. They 

expected more sustainable funding for their projects from the excellence initiative and 

criticized the decrease of 5-100 finances they experienced during its final years.  

5.2.4 Strategies of Internationalization: Creating Enclaves of Internationalization 

5.2.4.1 Research Strategy of Internationalization: Research-Educational 

Networks. As regards the strategy of internationalization, UrIH’s interviewees noted the 

appearance of international enclaves or networks of international projects within UrIH. This 

commonly occurred when a faculty member (or a group of academics) started an 
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international project, such as a program in English or joint research with international 

partners, and then the studied topic was disseminated to other initiatives. This allowed 

researchers to consider such networks as a concentration of competences within the academic 

unit.  

A project leader shared the example [PL-1]: with the support of 5-100 funding, two 

laboratories had been created. Subsequently, the study participant and a colleague initiated a 

master program in English which became sought after among international students and 

showed a return on investments in short term. The two laboratories had been actively 

involved into the study process, and this research-education cooperation also resulted into a 

popular international summer school: it gathered around 300 students from 47 countries and 

raised funding from the Russian Science Foundation. Then, a research journal, which focused 

on the relevant topic, was founded. Another example of developing such a network of 

international projects in the academic unit was provided by a project leader: 

 

I started to work in our university 10 years ago, and we invited international 

faculty members to teach. We organized week-long intensive seminars and 

invited 4-5 international teachers to each of them. Later this program was 

closed, but we organized a double degree master studies with one of those 

professors who became a minister of education in [name of country]. Now 

this program is taught both in Russian and English, and we also organize a 

short-term program on this topic. (PL-3) 

 

The project leader explained that such a network was a criterion for choosing 

programs that would be promoted internationally: “We develop programs in English in those 

areas where we have advanced research, for which we are a center of competence. Programs 
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in English reinforce our competences in this regard” (PL-3). Such international enclaves 

attracted both international students and faculty members. Thus, the academic unit developed 

internationalization based on its strengths – the existing international networks of initiatives. 

This approach led to some positive results; however, it made internationalization within the 

academic unit heterogeneous. Based on the interviews with domestic faculty members and 

Project leaders, as well as data from UrIH’s official website (Ural Federal University, 2022d), 

I concluded that UrIH developed four enclaves (or networks) of its activities during Project 5-

100, as indicated in Table 16. 

 

Table 16 

UrIH’s Enclaves of International Activities 

Area of competences Research units Journals Degree programs 

Socio-cultural and 

historical factors of 

society adaptation to 

changes 

• Laboratory for 

Comparative Studies of 

Tolerance and 

Recognition (headed by 

Dr. Martin Van Gelderen) 

• International 

Demographic Unit 

(headed by Dr. Gunnar 

Thorvaldsen) 

Changing Societies & 

Personalities (Q3 in 

Cultural Studies) 

• International 

Human 

Resource 

Management 

• Neoindustrial 

Design 

 

Russian language and 

Russian culture 

 

• Laboratory for Research 

and Conservation of 

Cultural Heritage 

• Laboratory of 

Archaeographical Studies 

Quaestio Rossica (Q1 in 

Literature and 

Literary Studies, 

History, Cultural 

Studies) 

Problems of Onomastics 

(Q2 in Linguistics 

and Language, Q3 in 

Communications) 

Real Studies in 

Real Russia 

Philosophical and 

political analysis of the 

communities of 

modern Eurasia 

 

Laboratory for Studies of 

Primary Sources (headed 

by Dr. Marie-Pierre Rey) 

 Political 

Philosophy 

 

Neurocognitive 

developmental 

research and 

neurotechnology of 

online learning 

• Laboratory of Brain and 

Neurocognitive 

Development 

• Laboratory of 

Neurotechnology 

 Cognitive 

Neurosciences 
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Within the context of positioning theory, the creation of such enclaves of 

internationalization shows the existence of more than one level for positioning 

internationally: University – Academic units – Enclaves of internationalization (Research 

units + Educational programs) – Individuals. 

5.2.4.2 Educational Strategy of Internationalization: More than Teaching in 

English. A distinctive feature of UrIH among other academic units were the educational 

programs with a focus on Russian language, history and culture. Thus, its educational 

strategy of internationalization was different from the two most common options existing in 

UrFU (i.e., English-taught programs and the Foundation program for Russian-taught studies).  

Programs for International Students: Three Positions form the Strategy. During the 

interviews, the study participants listed three different positions on the desired educational 

strategy of UrIH: 

1. “Programs in English for international students”. A number of faculty 

members were sure that programs in English should be targeted to international 

students only: 

 

We had a case at the beginning [of launching programs in English], when our 

[domestic] students were attending a psychology program in English, 

perhaps with the aim to learn the language. As a result, they could not 

understand what was being said. (PL-3) 

 

2. “Programs in English for everyone and, primarily, for domestic students”. 

Several academics expressed a contrasting opinion and were sure that the group of 

students in those degree programs should include both domestic and international 

students. 
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We had the idea that the English-taught program should not be directed at 

international students only. But it should be taught in English because it is 

the language of the modern academic life. And there should be Russian 

students, Russian teachers, international students and international teachers. 

And only this combination would bring us a well-rounded program. In 

principle, we made this program in English primarily for domestic students 

in order to expand their horizons and teach them something new that they 

could not learn here earlier. (PL-4) 

 

3. “International students prefer programs in Russian”. The third group of 

faculty members argued that if international students came to Russia, then they 

were interested in studying in Russian and then work in the country or with 

Russian partners (DF-1). Therefore, the need for English-taught programs was not 

at all clear (DF-3). Other faculty members argued that international programs did 

not necessarily mean only English-taught programs. International students often 

came to Russia because they wanted to work with the Russian market or due to 

their interest in the country: 

 

Sometimes we do not need English [in order to teach international group of 

students], because students do not always know this language. Linguistic 

space is quite wide. Both Russian and other languages are in demand in 

practice. It is impossible to consider [internationalization] as teaching in 

English only. (DF-4) 
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A faculty member believed that, often, if students wished to attend English-taught 

programs, their parents would send them to Europe or the USA. If the students had come to 

Russia, they were interested in the Russian language: “And they absolutely do not need 

lectures in English or any other activities in this language”. [DF-1] 

It could seem that these three positions contradict one another, however, they may 

also be perceived to be complementary. The existence of English-taught programs, programs 

in Russian and the Foundation program allowed both domestic and international students to 

choose the most suitable option from a range of educational programs.  

In this regard, it is worth highlighting the challenges that such a variety of options 

entailed. For example, UrIH’s academics noted trilateral language problems: 1) it was 

difficult for the faculty members who had always been teaching in Russian to switch to 

English, 2) sometimes international students demonstrated language difficulties and 3) 

domestic students faced language difficulties when they chose to enroll in English-taught 

programs. Furthermore, project leaders struggled to launch a program in English due to the 

fact that most of the faculty members had never taught in a foreign language: 

 

The main goal was to start speaking English. Five years ago, only one out of 

83 teachers in our department was speaking English! Now there are 10 

faculty members in the program who have passed B2 and C1 exams. It was a 

great difficulty, but we managed to start the program. (PL-1) 

 

Another project leader added that it took years to move from teaching half a master 

program (one year) in English to a full 2-year master program. Initially only 50% of the 

programs was implemented in English, because there were not enough faculty members who 
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spoke English fluently. After several years, teachers improved their English, and the program 

leader also invited faculty staff from other programs to teach (PL-2). 

The academic unit provided a range of educational programs targeted at international 

students and domestic students who wished to obtain international education. UrIH also 

showed a preference for offering programs in Russian studies that were highly popular 

among international students. Nevertheless, a fluent level of English was a top priority and 

challenge for UrIH and its academics. Other aspects regarding teaching to international 

students and adapting the curriculum were also outlined during the interviews. 

The Curriculum’s Alignment with International Practices: The United Proactive 

Position. During the interviews, the participants’ storylines moved towards curriculum 

improvements too. A project leader shared how the focus of a degree program curriculum 

was shifted and new courses were introduced in accordance with the modern requirements:  

 

We […] included the study of different quantitative and qualitative research 

methods, as well as writing skills, because regardless of whether you go into 

academic or professional life, the ability to write correctly and adequately is 

a basic skill. Accordingly, the curriculum was radically rebuilt as an 

alternative to what was in the Russian-language track with an orientation 

towards an intercultural and interdisciplinary program (my emphasis). 

(PL-4) 

 

A project leader which was responsible for another program talked about adapting the 

curriculum in a similar way after its focus was shifted towards the international groups of 

students. The program team took into account the experience of foreign partners and added 

both practical courses and time for doing research (PL-2). Faculty members also noted the 
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difference between adapting the curriculum of master programs for international students in 

humanities and technical areas of knowledge:  

 

And there is a point that probably does not refer to technical programs, but it 

is clearly visible for the humanitarian ones. For example, take history. When 

international students learn it, they study the history of their countries. The 

same is for law. When they come here, they are practically not prepared for 

local master studies. Teaching methods also vary a lot. And a teacher should 

deal with these gaps. (DF-3) 

 

Faculty members also took into account that in new international realities master 

programs should be agile and adapted to the needs of a specific group of students (DF-4). 

They noted that this is rather complex and that sometimes faculty members may “stew in our 

own juice” (DF-4). 

Finally, faculty members discussed teaching in multicultural groups and how the 

students’ different cultural backgrounds impact the teaching and learning process. They 

agreed that it would be ideal to have special preparatory courses for faculty staff who are 

teaching intercultural and multilingual groups of students. All study participants shared a 

similar opinion when discussing matters of teaching and the curriculum. They agreed that the 

curriculum should be revised and adapted in accordance with international practices and that 

faculty members should constantly improve their teaching skills for international groups of 

students. They were proactive and suggested specific solutions during our conversations. For 

example, a faculty member was ready to share the experience of teaching to international 

students and organize an advance training for other faculty members in UrIH (DF-4). 
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Such a widely-shared position could be explained by the fact that this was the 

influence area for the study participants. None of the academics was frustrated or discouraged 

when discussing this theme, despite the several number of challenges. However, the study 

participants felt that they could really improve the situation. 

5.2.5 International Services: When Positions Depend on the Possibility to Influence  

All the study participants’ positions in relation to international services could be 

divided into four groups. As it will be shown, they depend on the participant’s occupation in 

the university. 

The first position was passive dissatisfaction with the university services. By the 

time this study took place, there was no person or office responsible for international affairs 

in UrIH. However, an intention to hire such a person was declared. This led domestic faculty 

members to take on responsibilities of adaptation and further communication with 

international students and academics. Most of the interviewed domestic faculty members 

were not satisfied with the support they had received from the university services. During the 

interviews, they talked about the additional load which was laying on them without extra 

funding. Another faculty member agreed: “For example, I had to go through all the steps 

upon arrival with an international student […]. This should be the top priority for all services. 

It turned out that his buddy, another student, overslept.” (DF-3) 

Their colleague added: “I agree that, in fact, all international activities are performed 

either by the teacher or by students. In fact, they are responsible for intercultural 

communication and solving the tasks of the international department!” (DF-6). The following 

speech acts (my emphasis) also illustrate how domestic faculty members separate themselves 

(we) from UrFU international services (they): “We make brochures in English or other 

languages, the website in English […] Of course, we must have it, it is all beyond doubt. But 

let’s think about our infrastructure, our campuses” (DF-1). Another domestic faculty noted 
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that “it is still laying on the teachers. What are they doing [university international services]? 

These units exist, but it seems that it does not work […]” (DF-4). 

I also noticed that the feeling of dissatisfaction was expressed only by domestic 

faculty members and a few project leaders. They supported international students or 

colleagues by themselves, criticized this approach without suggesting solutions, and believed 

that the roots of the problem laid in the university itself. 

Secondly, proactive dissatisfaction with the university services was also declared. 

Another position of dissatisfaction was stated by some project leaders who, however, felt that 

the situation could be improved at least in the academic unit: 

 

Services is one of the most difficult issues for us today. Most of the services 

are provided by the university and it is very difficult to determine who is 

responsible for this or that function. And different situations happen. 

Sometimes foreigners arrive and we must meet them. We are solving this, 

but it seems to me that the university should build one protocol under which 

we could all work. We are now forming the school for master studies [School 

of Academic and Project Development] and we have already found a 

specialist who will work with international students in this school, solving 

their problems (PL-3). 

 

The third position was full satisfaction with the international services. This 

position was expressed by international faculty members only: 

 

I’ve always been very impressed by the quality of the administrative support 

I’ve been given. When I arrived, for instance, everything was sorted for me – 
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a place to stay, my bank accounts, the national insurance policy, work 

contracts, everything. And I’ve always had a very quick and very prompt 

administrative support with things like taxation etc. when I requested it or 

needed it or been told I need it. (IF-1) 

 

Another international colleague added that being supported was extremely important 

because the study participant worked on a part-time basis and could not follow up day-to-day. 

The study participant estimated the support as “excellent” (IF-2).  

Finally, several participants articulated partial satisfaction with the international 

services. This position was stated by international faculty members who had also been 

studying as international students at UrFU (in master or PhD programs) and then became 

junior research fellows. They identified the difference in the support for international students 

and faculty members as follows: 

 

There is a big difference between the student status and employee status. […] 

As a student I was lucky, I got a buddy who was super diligent and always 

available. That was just when I arrived and could hardly say “Privet”. […] 

But after the buddy program is over, and after the first week you are 

basically on your own. Then you rely on other students or that kind of 

people. Oh, yes, definitely the part of visas is super good, the information is 

always clear. (IF-3) 

 

Another international faculty member added: “I rely more on other students rather 

than the university staff when it comes to student matters” (the study participant was still 

studying in a PhD program) (IF-4). Thus, it became clear that the positions of UrIH’s 
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employees on international services depended on their professional occupation and the extent 

to which interviewees had any power to resolve the issue. 

5.3 Summary of the Main Findings 

This section provides the summary of the main findings of the document and thematic 

analysis in relation to UrIH. 

5.3.1 Development of International Positioning: from “why not” to a Success Story 

This section summarizes the document analysis that illustrated the evolution of 

UrFU’s international positioning in 2011-2020. Figure 16 shows how the academic unit and 

two of its predecessors defined their positioning in the strategic documents and website. 

 

Figure 16 

Evolution of UrIH’s International Positioning 

 

 

Years of participation in Project 5-100 strengthened the international positioning of 

UrIH in two ways. First of all, as Figure 16 illustrated, at the beginning of Project 5-100 two 
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predecessors of UrIH had individual elements of global positioning and did not articulate 

coherent international positioning. ISPS emphasized its developed international connections 

with other universities. Nevertheless, in 2011 this fact was used for constructing the 

university and regional positioning.  

Another UrIH’s predecessor, IHA, stated its university, region (leading center for 

liberal arts education in the Ural region) and country (one of the leading centers for liberal 

arts education in Russia) positioning. It articulated much more ambitious goals of university 

repositioning compared to ISPS, and namely to become an educational unit for liberal arts 

with international recognition, be the leading international center for advanced training in 

humanities and arts for young faculty members, and ensure the international quality and 

output of the research. 

Several years since the launch of Project 5-100, the newly formed UrIH took the first 

steps towards its current international positioning. However, it was more focused on 

declaring its desired repositioning rather than formulating its existing position in the global 

market. UrIH also decided to use its growing internationalization for strengthening its 

positioning in the region and become the center of international education in the region as 

regards its subject area. Second, the repositioning goals also included becoming a globally 

recognized research center in four well-defined areas. 

By 2020, UrIH managed to define the characteristics of its positioning that 

“combine(s) traditions of classical university, aspirations of contemporary society and 

answers to the challenges of the global world” (Ural Federal University, 2022d). Nowadays, 

internationalization has been integrated into the aspects of its positioning at all levels 

(university, region, country, worldwide): university center of international cooperation, 

participant of large-scale projects jointly implemented by top Russian and world experts, an 

influencer of the humanitarian national and international agenda. 
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Thus, participation in Project 5-100 developed the positioning of UrIH as follows: 

firstly, it widened the levels of positioning to the national and international context; secondly, 

it forced the academic unit to revise its strengths and reconstruct its positioning based on 

them. The storyline of the academic unit has also changed dramatically: in 2011, the ISPS 

Strategic Plan explained why the academic unit could not achieve high research performance 

indicators. In 2020, UrIH became a leader, within the university, in terms of number of 

international students, and it significantly increased its research output and improved 

positions in QS Ranking by Subject. These became the foundations for the new ambitious 

repositioning. Thus, the storyline moved from explaining why it was not impossible to 

become visible internationally to achieving the goal and becoming “a success story”. At the 

same time, UrIH constructed its updated storyline based on the developments of both its 

predecessors, namely, the promotion of international education and the production of 

internationally recognized research. The re-designing of international positioning and the 

development of new strategic documents was a result of UrFU’s participation in Project 5-

100. 

5.3.2 Repositioning of Internationalization: from Option to Obligation  

This section outlines the key findings of the thematic analysis of semi-structured 

interviews with the academics of UrIH in relation to the second research question and its four 

dimensions: rationales, research and educational strategies of internationalization, services. 

The analysis was carried out both on the academic unit and the individuals, and was 

constructed by matching the repositioning of internationalization with the positions 

articulated by the study participants with regard to each dimension. 

5.3.2.1 Rationales of Internationalization: Prestige Dominates, Academic 

Rationale is Desired. The analysis of the RPE and interviews showed that study participants 

considered prestige as the main rationale for the current balance of rationales. They also 
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explained that the increase in university prestige had led to the development of three other 

dimensions: increase in received funding, improvement of academic and social dimensions. 

However, when estimating the desired balance of rationales, the study participants listed the 

academic rationale first.  

The study participants stated three different positions towards the described balances: 

1. Enthusiastic intonation; agreement with the existing balance of rationales. Position 

of agent of change. 

2. Neutral tone; agreement with the existing balance of rationales; position of an 

observer to specific processes of internationalization.  

3. Disaffection; disagreement with the existing balance of rationales; position of 

forced participation in internationalization processes. 

The study participants from the second and third group largely separated themselves 

from the process of internationalization and used the pronouns “them” or “you” when 

discussing people’s involvement in international processes.  

5.3.2.2 Research Strategy of Internationalization: Enclaves of 

Internationalization. In an attempt to build its research capabilities, UrIH fostered the 

creation of international enclaves or networks that represented degree programs matching 

research topics (see their list in Table 16 in section 5.2.4.1). Furthermore, they also gave rise 

to optional short-term educational programs and international partnerships. This allowed the 

institute to create networks with domestic faculty members, students, academic partners, and 

position them internationally as competence reference points in UrIH.  

Such research strategy was intricately connected with the requirements of Project 5-

100 and the desire to achieve the synergy between available financial resources and academic 

staff. The study participants unanimously noted a number of significant benefits brought by 

Project 5-100 (i.e., specific developments, such as purchase of equipment or promotion of 

https://www.multitran.com/m.exe?s=unanimously&l1=1&l2=2
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research journals internationally, increased visibility, etc.). However, their positions parted in 

relation to the reverse side of the excellence initiative (i.e., systemic bureaucratic 

complexities, a lack of information that led to some disunity, and others): 

1. Understanding of the difficulties and search for solutions to overcome them. 

2. Frustration and passive disappointment regarding this type of funding. 

The analysis showed that a position depended not only on the personalities of the 

study participants, but also on the extent to which the academics could have any influence on 

the situation. Thus, when the difficulty could be solved in the academic unit, academics 

actively proposed various solutions. When they were engaged about the challenges in the 

university, the study participants often showed frustration.  

5.3.2.3 Educational Strategy of Internationalization: Three segments of Degree 

Programs. UrIH educational strategy was strongly linked to its research strategy. In order to 

recruit international students, UrIH developed both Russian- and English-taught programs, 

which were inherently connected to the research units focusing on the relevant topics. The 

study participants listed three positions as regards the language of degree programs: English-

taught courses should target international students; English-taught courses are offered to 

everyone and, primarily, domestic students; international students prefer Russian-taught 

courses. 

Despite the study participants articulating three different positions, they did not 

contradict each other. Moreover, they complemented one another and formed three segments 

of degree programs. Faculty members noted some specific cases of adapting the curriculum 

of several English-taught programs to international students, for example, Real Studies in 

Real Russia. Other English-taught programs were targeted to both domestic and international 

students, such as Cognitive Neurosciences or Political Philosophy. In addition, some 

Russian-taught programs were especially interesting for international students, such as degree 
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programs in linguistics and Russian. Thus, UrIH’s educational strategy of internationalization 

consisted in targeting three segments of degree programs to international and domestic 

students according to their needs and areas of study. 

When discussing the development of the curriculum, the academics agreed that the 

curriculum should be revised in accordance with international practices and the teaching staff 

should constantly improve their teaching skills for international groups of students. It should 

be noted that the study participants were active and suggested specific solutions for the 

development of the curriculum during the meetings. No academic was discouraged during the 

discussion of this theme, despite identifying a number of challenges. The study participants 

believed that they could influence the aspects of the curriculum and improve them. 

5.3.2.4 International Services: Lack of Influence. This topic proved to be an acute 

issue for UrIH’s academics. At the time of the interviews, in UrIH, there was no unit or 

person responsible for international affairs in the academic unit. The services were provided 

by the university and domestic academics had to deal with a variety of raising matters 

regarding international students and faculty members. Thus, the positions on international 

services can be divided according to two factors: whether the study participants were 

providers or recipients of international services (domestic/international faculty) and the extent 

to which they could influence the services. Therefore, international faculty members were 

highly satisfied with the level of support. At the same time, those who had previously been 

students at the university noted that the quality of services for faculty members was much 

higher than the one for international students. Concurrently, domestic faculty members were 

dissatisfied with the level of university services since they had to provide voluntary support 

for international students. In addition, several project leaders, who could impact the 

systematic changes, such as the existence of services in the academic unit, understood that a 

solution to the issues could be found.  
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As a result, the analysis presented in this section leads to two conclusions. First, 

internationalization was repositioned in UrIH ranging from a number of individual actions the 

faculty members took on their initiative to an integral component of strategic planning, 

offering degree programs, doing research. It became an intrinsic part of the academics’ 

everyday life and an intentional process of international and intercultural integration, which 

was much closer to the definition of internationalization by de Wit et al. (2015, p. 29) than 

the described positioning of internationalization at the beginning of Project 5-100. However, 

international services in the academic unit were a missing link in this chain. The study 

participants recognized the pivotal role of Project 5-100 in this change, but also noted a range 

of difficulties that the excellence initiative brought to their life, from increased paperwork to 

the unsustainable funding of their projects. Faculty members became more involved in 

international activities, which was also in line with the definition by de Wit et al. (2015), but 

were satisfied only as regards their academic commitments, while they found the quality and 

quantity of international services poor. The excellence initiative also highlighted the problem 

of disunity between academic departments and the need to “reinvent the wheel” in some 

situations. 

Second, the positions of faculty members on the discussed aspects depended on the 

extent to which they could influence one given element (as illustrated in Figure 17). For 

example, the development of the curriculum proved to be a motivating theme, despite the 

number of challenges this entails. In contrast, international services became the most 

frustrating topic for the academics. The study participants also noted that the increase in 

requirements brought by Project 5-100 was not followed by the increase in their powers and 

authority.  
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Figure 17 

Dependence of Academics’ Positions on Their Area of Influence 
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that belonged to UrIH’s area of expertise (listed in Appendix I). Thus, internationalization in 

the academic unit was repositioned from the development of international relations to 

international recognition of education and research and becoming a platform for international 

communication.  
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6 Case 2 — Research Academic Unit Number One: Tailored Existing Self-Positioning of 

the Institute of Natural Sciences and Mathematics (INSM) 

 

How has all this been developed? Nothing has happened artificially. Hunger drives 

the wolf out of the wood. (PL-9) 

 

This chapter describes the development of the international positioning of INSM and 

considers repositioning of internationalization in reference to rationales, research and 

educational strategies, and services. The chapter begins with a description of the context that 

has been accompanying the academic unit before and after the beginning of Project 5-100. It 

then provides the documentary analysis of strategic documents and INSM’s official website. 

The case study also presents the current and desired balances of rationales of 

internationalization according to INSM respondents. The following thematic analysis outlines 

the positions of the study participants regarding the internationalization process in INSM. 

The last section presents a summary of the main findings. 

6.1 Context of the Case 

6.1.1 A History of Transformations: Gathering Research Capacity  

INSM became one of the first SAUs to be created in accordance with the model 

«University 2.0» in 2016. The academic unit was formed through the merger of two institutes 

of UrFU: the Institute of Natural Sciences (hereon INS) and the Institute of Mathematical and 

Computer Sciences. As in the first case study, both institutes had been established by UrFU 

on the base of their predecessors from two regional universities. The chronicle of the 

academic unit transformations is illustrated in Figure 18. 

 

Figure 18 

History of Transformations of INSM and Its Predecessors 
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Note. Adapted from (1) Strategic plan of Institute of Natural Sciences (INS) of Ural Federal 

University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011e, 

(https://strategy.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/news/2019/Programma_razvitij

a__Instituta_estestvennykh_nauk.pdf. In the public domain; (2) Strategic plan of Institute of 

Mathematics and Computer Science (IMCS) of Ural Federal University up to 2020, by Ural 

Federal University, 2011f, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IMKN-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

As a result of the two waves of mergers, INSM gathered around 3,000 students and 

650 staff members. As of the 2020/2021 academic year, INSM offered 22 undergraduate and 

16 master’s programs. 

The academic unit is headed by its Director and several collegiate authorities (see the 

organigram in Appendix K). After the academic unit transformations, INSM started to 
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provide a set of two educational programs: the School of Bachelor Studies, consisting in five 

departments delivering only undergraduate degree programs; and the School of Science, 

gathering academic departments providing postgraduate programs and research divisions in 

Physics, Chemistry, Biology, Mathematics, Computer Science, and Astronomy. The Schools 

differentiated INSM from the previous case of UrIH where research divisions belonged to 

both schools within the academic unit. 

6.1.2 Internationalization of Education during Project 5-100: International Content of 

Programs in Russian  

INSM entered Project 5-100 with a small number of international students. In 

December 2013, only 43 international students were studying at INSM, accounting for only 

1.5% of the whole student body of the academic unit. 

However, INSM managed to increase the indicator by five times by the end of 2018, 

as well as to raise the share of international students among the whole university from 4.2% 

in 2013 to 5.8% in 2018. Figure 19 illustrates the dynamics of the number of international 

students at INSM. The indicators for the years 2013-2016 summarize the respective 

indicators for INSM’s predecessors: INS and the Institute of Mathematical and Computer 

Sciences. 

 

Figure 19 

International Students of INSM, Persons 
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Note. Adapted from data of UrFU’s Department for Academic Development (private 

communication). 

 

After the beginning of Project 5-100, INSM’S predecessors launched a number of 

English-taught programs. However, several years later, the academic unit decided to close all 

these programs. The reasons for this decision were examined during the interviews with 

INSM’s academics and are described in section 6.2.4.2. At the time of this research, all the 

international students at INSM were attending Russian-taught programs. At the same time, 

INSM offered educational programs in globally taught areas such as natural sciences and 

related fields.  

6.1.3 Internationalization of Research during Project 5-100: the Priority Goal 

Research was an integral part of most of INSM’s activities and a key component in 

the positioning of the academic unit. The official website, as of December 2020, published 

the following (Ural Federal University, 2022b): 
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The fundamental nature, a lot of practical tasks, involvement of scientists, 

and the students’ participation in scientific activities are the key elements 

of our education.  

[…] 

The Institute conducts fundamental and applied research, has 

expertise in different areas, including education. It integrates specialists in 

the international academic community, initiates and implements 

international research projects. The Institute provides work centers for 

collective use and popularizes scientific knowledge among the population. 

(my emphasis) 

 

INSM developed a variety of equipped research units for the implementation of large-

scale research projects (see Appendix K for further details): “The research work is based in 

the departments, laboratories, Research Institute of Physics and Applied Mathematics, 

research and educational centers, collective use centers, Kourovka Astronomical 

Observatory, Botanical Garden, Biological Station, Center for Fundamental Biotechnology 

and Bioengineering” (Ural Federal University, 2022b).  

In order to support the research activity, the academic unit implemented its own 

initiatives, in addition to the university ones. For instance, it provided grants for research 

business trips for its faculty members which were allocated on a competitive basis (PL-9). 

Even before the start of the Project 5-100, one of INSM’s predecessors, INS, was a leader in 

terms of research internationalization and performance. 

According to data from UrFU’s Center for Monitoring of Science and Education 

(2019, private communication), the amount of R&D funding for INSM in 2012 (a year prior 

to the launch of Project 5-100) accounted for 23% among the overall university funding (17 

https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm


245 

 
 

academic units at that time). INS was also the most active unit in terms of applying for 

funding (141 grant applications in 2012 out of 544 at UrFU). In 2012, its faculty members 

produced 25% (165 publications) of overall UrFU’s publications indexed in Scopus and Web 

of Science international databases. Another INSM’s predecessor, the Institute of Mathematics 

and Computer Sciences (hereon IMCS), produced 115 internationally visible publications in 

the same year (#3 among UrFU institutes). The merger of these two research-intensive 

institutes in 2016 made the newly-formed academic unit an absolute leader in terms of 

producing international research, as Table 17 illustrates.  

 

Table 17 

Research Performance of INSM 

Indicator 2012 2018 

Publications indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science 

280 733 

Publications indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science 

per faculty 

0.8 1.1 

Total amount of citations N/A 7,919 

Citations without 

selfciting 

N/A 3,606 

R&D funding, thousands 

RUB 

173,541 297,544  

Research units headed by 

world-class reseachers 
• Laboratory of 

climate and 

environmental 

physics 

• Laboratory of climate and environmental 

physics 

• Nanoscale ferroelectrics laboratory 

• Laboratory of advanced low dimensional 

materials and nanostructures 

• Laboratory of chemical design of new 

multifunctional oxide materials 

• Laboratory of magnetic sensors 

• Laboratory for membrane transport and 

stress biology research  
 

Note. Adapted from (1) Scientific results of Ural Federal University in 2012 [Power Point 

Slides], by V. Kruzhaev, 2013, (https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-

https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-uchebnyi-god/


246 

 
 

uchebnyi-god/). In the public domain, (2) Data issued by UrFU’s Center for Monitoring of 

Research and Education. Private communication, (3) website of Ural Federal University, 

2022c, (https://urfu.ru/en/). In the public domain. 

 

6.2 Data Analysis 

This chapter presents the document analysis, the RPE and thematic analysis based on 

the interviews with the INSM’s Director and academics.  

6.2.1 Document Analysis  

The main objective of the following analysis of strategic plans and INSM’s website 

was to illustrate how the international positioning of the academic unit developed before the 

launch of Project 5-100, during the excellence initiative, and after its termination.  

6.2.1.1 Positioning Prior to the Start of Project 5-100. Institute of Natural 

Sciences. The UrFU’s INS Strategic Plan (Ural Federal University, 2011e) presented the 

institute’s plan for the years 2011-2020. Similarly to the strategic plans from the previous 

case, it included a section on International Activity (p. 14) that was aimed at showing the 

current state of INS’s international dimension, as of 2011. In contrast with the previous 

institute, this section focused on research and the possibilities of its integration with 

educational activities. The section started with the statement that the faculty members of INS 

were actively involved in international research cooperation. It also contained the list of 

research grants that had been implemented in INS in the previous two years, as well as a list 

of international partnerships the academic unit had in the field of nanotechnologies (more 

than 30 international partner universities and organizations). The only information regarding 

the educational side of the institute concerned the fact that the diplomas of INS’s 

predecessors were recognized in most European countries. 

https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-uchebnyi-god/
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At the beginning of its Strategic Plan (Ural Federal University, 2011e, p. 4), INS 

declared its current self-positioning as a regional center of fundamental training for natural 

sciences. The academic unit emphasized its exclusive position by stating that INS was the 

only provider of higher education in this area of the region. Table 18 provides the speech acts 

of the document concerning the international positioning. 

 

Table 18 

Speech acts of INS Related to the International Dimension (as of 2011)

https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired repositioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

1. More than 100 

alumni have been 

working abroad in 

the USA, 

Germany, Canada, 

Israel, Spain, 

Portugal, France, 

the UK, 

Netherlands, Czech 

Republic, Belgium, 

New Zealand. The 

list of 

Organizations 

includes but is not 

limited to 

universities of 

Oxford, London, 

Edinburgh, 

Toronto, New 

York, Pittsburgh, 

Nebraska, Bilbao, 

Groninghen, Tel-

Aviv, Hamburg, 

Toulouse. 

 

2. Diplomas are 

recognized in all 

developed 

countries of the 

world. 

  

1. In recent years, INS faculty 

members have annually 

published more than 100 

papers (125 in 2010) in 

international and Russian 

research journals indexed 

in Web of Science and 

Scopus databases.  

 

2. 87% of the most cited 

faculty members of USU 

work at INS. 

 

3. The list of INS 

international partners in the 

field of nanotechnology 

included more than 30 

universities, and among 

them: University of North 

Carolina (the USA); 

University of Southampton 

(the UK); National Institute 

of Materials Science 

(Japan); University of 

Aveiro (Portugal); 

Frankfurt Institute for 

Advanced Study 

(Germany); Max Planck 

Institute for Polymer 

Research (Germany); and 

others.  

1. INS is a center of 

excellence in the field 

of fundamental and 

applied research for 

natural sciences. It is 

training the 

intellectual elite for 

the development of 

research-intensive 

technologies for 

innovative economy. 

 

2. A large number of real 

research partnerships 

is being developed 

with international 

universities through 

joint grants and 

publications. 

 

3. Cooperation mainly 

occurs through 

unilateral or mutual 

research internships. 

Contracts with some 

universities are 

concluded without 

direct funding, but 

sometimes equipment 

is provided by the 

hosting partners. 

Key goal:  

Formation of a new 

generation of highly 

qualified specialists 

(master's, 

postgraduate, doctoral 

studies) based on the 

integration of research 

and education. 

 

Task: 

Internationalization of 

education. 

 

Indicators: 

• percentage of 

international students 

• number of invited 

international 

professors  

• number of joint degree 

programs with 

Russian and 

international 

universities 

Key goal:  

Achieving world-class 

quality of research and 

ensuring international 

leadership in the INS 

research areas. 

 

Task: 

INS to become a center 

of expertise in the 

field of natural 

sciences. 

 

Indicators: 

• publications in 

journals indexed in 

international databases 

per faculty 

• share of PhD students 

and faculty members 

with work experience 

in the leading world 

research centers 

during 5 years 

• citation index per 

faculty 

• amount of R&D 

international funding 

per faculty 

• number of 

international visiting 

researchers 

Key goal:  

Becoming a research 

and educational 

center recognized by 

the world academic 

community in the 

respective scientific 

areas, innovative 

development and 

personnel training. 

 

Key priorities of INS 

development: 

 

• further integration 

into international 

academic 

community 

• attraction of 

leading external 

researchers 

• integration into the 

global educational 

space and 

achieving 

competitiveness 
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Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Institute of Natural Sciences (INS) of Ural Federal 

University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011e, 

(https://strategy.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/news/2019/Programma_razvitij

a__Instituta_estestvennykh_nauk.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

The academic unit articulated its desired positioning by 2020 as a leading regional 

research and educational center in its subject area with high-ranking positions among world 

universities: “a research and educational center recognized by the world academic 

community in its scientific areas, innovative development and personnel training. INS is to 

become a center of Russian and global excellence in its research areas” (Ural Federal 

University, 2011e, p. 24).  

The key principle of INS activities was the strong focus on research and the main goal 

was formulated as “raising a new generation of highly qualified specialists […] through the 

integration of research components into teaching” (Ural Federal University, 2011e, p.24). As 

Table 18 shows, INS had a high number of international partners and peer-reviewed 

publications compared to the other UrFU’s academic units in 2011. It also had tight 

connections with the Russian Academy of Sciences and the relevant corporations of the 

Russian region. INS stated that the educational programs of its predecessors “were closest to 

the programs offered in Moscow State University in terms of their number, variety, level of 

teaching” (Ural Federal University, 2011e, p. 23). Thus, in 2011, it had already occupied a 

position in the leading research unit within the university.  

In the Strategic Plan, INS outlined the KPIs for the internationalization of education 

and research. Table 19 illustrates the priority of the indicators connected with the research 

dimension. 

 

https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
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Table 19 

KPIs of Institute of Natural Sciences by 2020 

KPI for internationalization of 

education 
2020 KPI for internationalization of research 2020 

Percentage of international 

students 

3 Percentage of postgraduate students and 

research assistants with experience in 

leading world research and university 

centers over previous five years 

30 

Number of invited international 

teaching professors  

15 Number of international visiting 

researchers 

40 

Number of joint educational 

programs with Russian and 

international universities 

10 Number of papers published by INS staff 

in research journals indexed in Scopus 

and Web of Science per faculty member 

2 

  
Citation index per faculty member 

(according to Web of Science) for one 

year 

2,5 

  
International R&D funding per faculty 

member, million rubles 

1,4 

Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Institute of Natural Sciences (INS) of Ural Federal 

University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011e, 

(https://strategy.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/news/2019/Programma_razvitij

a__Instituta_estestvennykh_nauk.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

The storyline of INS’s Strategic Plan informed the reader that the research dimension 

and its internationalization were the top priority for the academic unit already in 2011. The 

goals of development and internationalization of education were closely connected with the 

research side. In 2011, the academic unit clearly understood the cornerstone of its positioning 

and deliberately emphasized it when it elaborated its strategy. 

Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science. The priorities of IMCS’ 

internationalization, as well as its international positioning, were quintessentially different 

from the academic units that have been considered so far. IMCS’ Strategic Plan (Ural Federal 

University, 2011f, pp. 34-37) included a section, Strategy of International Relations 

https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
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Development, and a detailed plan of measures to develop the educational, research and 

resource dimensions of internationalization. IMCS also stated that the development of the 

international dimension required resources and infrastructure. 

In 2011, the academic unit positioned itself as the regional leader of education and 

research in the areas of mathematics, computer science and information security, where 

education meets the world standards (Ural Federal University, 2011f, pp. 4, 8). The academic 

unit emphasized that its students “have been participating in the finals of the student world 

championships in programming for the last seven years in a row”.  Earlier, its team “became 

the only Russian team in its history to win the competition in Aachen, that is de facto the 

European Championship”.  

In contrast with INS, which focused on the integration of research into teaching, 

IMCS drew great attention to the improvement of the teaching methods and practices, such as 

“Deep specialization of students, starting from the third year of study” or “A very large set of 

special courses in comparison with most classical universities in Russia that are realized 

jointly with the Ural Branch of Russian Academy of Sciences and corporate representatives”. 

In describing its research capacity, IMCS positioned itself as:  

 

[…] the Russian and world center of competences in the following research 

areas: 

1. Basic mathematics and computer science. […] 

2. Automata theory and intelligent systems, information security. […] 

3. Mathematical modeling of physical and chemical processes. […] 

4. Mathematical and computer modeling of living systems, 

bioinformatics. 

(Ural Federal University, 2011f, pp. 15-16).  

https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
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The goal of 2020’s desired repositioning was formulated as follows: “to enter the 

world educational market for training specialists of the highest category and achieving world 

leadership in breakthrough research areas”. Table 20 provides the speech acts of IMCS’ 

Strategic Plan concerning its international dimension and international positioning. 

 

Table 20 

Speech Acts of the Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science Related to the 

International Dimension (as of 2011) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired repositioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

The existing system of 

mathematical education 

at IMCS meets the best 

world standards.  

 

Over the past three years, 

over 60 students have 

presented at Russian 

and international 

research conferences, 

including 10 

international ones. 

 

The educational process is 

closely related to world-

renowned research 

schools. 

 

International scientists are 

widely involved in the 

educational process. In 

2007-2009 the lecturers 

from the following 

organizations held 

lectures: Microsoft 

Research (the USA), 

TU Wien (Austria), 

Hungarian Academy of 

Sciences (Hungary) and 

others.  

The existing 

IMCS research 

schools are 

widely known 

in Russia and 

abroad.  

 

Current research 

connections 

include 

organizations 

from Australia, 

Austria, the 

UK, Hungary, 

Germany, 

Israel, India, 

Italy, Canada, 

China, South 

Korea, 

Netherlands, 

Portugal, 

Serbia, the 

USA, Finland, 

France, Czech 

Republic, Japan 

and research 

contacts from 

some other 

countries.  

The IMCS’ 

students have 

been participating 

in the finals of 

the student world 

championships in 

programming for 

the last seven 

years in a row.  

 

In February 2010, 

the team was 

awarded bronze 

medals in the 

XXXIV Student 

Team World 

Championship. 

 

In 2009, the team 

obtained the 6th 

place and the 1st  

result among 

Russian 

universities in the 

International 

Information 

Security 

Competition in 

Santa Barbara 

(the USA).  

The goals:  

1. Achieving global 

competitiveness of 

degree programs.  

2. Full integration of 

research into the 

educational 

process.  

3. Recruitment of 

students from other 

regions and abroad, 

primarily from CIS 

countries. 

4. Development of 

exchange and 

double degree 

programs. 

5. Participation in 

international 

Olympics in 

mathematics, 

programming and 

information 

security.  

6. Inviting 

international 

visiting professors. 
 

The goals:  

1. Achieving UrFU’s 

visibility and getting into 

the world rankings. 

2. Conducting world-class 

research in the areas of 

basic and applied 

mathematics and 

mechanics, computer 

science and informatics.  

3. An increase in the number 

of publications in top-rated 

journals; high citation rate; 

active participation in 

conferences. 

4. Transformation of the 

journal “News of the Ural 

State University. Series of 

Mathematics, Mechanics, 

Computer Science" into a 

high-ranked journal. 

5. Internships and advanced 

training of IMCS’ faculty 

members in leading world 

research and educational 

centers. 

6. Development of joint 

research with international 

colleagues. 
 

The ultimate goal is to enter the 

world educational market for 

training specialists of the 

highest category and 

achieving world leadership in 

breakthrough research areas.  

 

Tasks: 

 

1. Organization of international 

conferences and Olympics in 

programming 

2. Creation of a special fund for 

young researchers travelling 

to international events  

3. Creation of a system for 

regularly informing faculty 

staff and students about the 

possibilities of international 

cooperation.  

4. Training for international 

research activities, including 

the basics of professional 

and research communication 

in English. 

5. Recruiting of international 

postdocs: starting from one 

position and increasing their 

number to four.  
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Note. Adapted from [Strategic plan of Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science 

(IMCS) of Ural Federal University up to 2020, by Ural Federal University, 2011f, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IMKN-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

The table illustrated that in 2011 IMCS had already elaborated a regional positioning 

that used specific elements of internationalization as an advantage. It also showed that IMCS 

had a vision in the middle-term perspective and elaborated its desired intentional positioning 

for the next 10 years: to become a prominent agent on the world educational market 

providing the highest quality of education in its area and to become one of the international 

leaders in its research fields.  

Moreover, IMCS developed an action plan to achieve the desired repositioning and 

determined 12 “key performance indicators of IMCS positioning on the international market” 

(Ural Federal University, 2011f, pp. 36-37) covering both qualitative and quantitative 

elements. These differentiated the Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science from the 

other units described above. The indicators included a strategy for international positioning, a 

number of international conferences held at IMCS, a number of visiting professors and 

researchers, partnership with international universities, a number of research publications in 

English, a number of English-taught courses, percentage of international students, amount of 

international funding, percentage of students participating in academic exchange programs, 

percentage of faculty staff able to teach in English and others. 

It was also important that IMCS understood the process of internationalization not 

only as the development of exchange programs, double degrees and research internships 

abroad (all these steps were included in the strategy), but also as the creation of the 

https://insma.urfu.ru/en/insm
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environment where the best international practices and standards were available for everyone, 

even if one was not proficient in international languages (and especially English).  

6.2.1.2 Positioning in the Middle of Project 5-100: one Predominant Storyline. 

After its creation in 2016, INSM developed its Strategic Plan (Ural Federal University, 2016) 

and positioned itself as an academic unit with “the capacity to train specialists in the field of 

Natural Sciences and Mathematics who are then able to work in the leading Russian and 

international universities, research centers and high-tech enterprises” (Ural Federal 

University, 2016, p. 3). The document also contained the long-term goals of INSM’s creation 

which were influenced by Project 5-100: 

 

Concentration of researchers in basic fields and promotion of university in 

the research community by achieving global status for graduate 

researchers in natural sciences, mathematics and computer science, as well 

as global status for UrFU’s research activities in the following areas: 

materials science; biotechnology for medicine, agribusiness and ecology; 

mathematics and computer science. (Ural Federal University, 2016, p. 3) 

 

Three performance indicators were declared as key long-term indicators: entrance into 

top-100 positions in QS World University Rankings by Subject in Physics & Astronomy and 

Chemistry, and entrance into top-150 universities in Computer Science & Information Systems 

respectively. The objective of the desired positioning was also stated in the INSM Strategic 

Plan: 

 

to take the leading position in terms of the internationalization of 

educational and research processes (the number of research laboratories 
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under the supervision of leading international scientists, the proportion of 

publications with international collaborators, the proportion of 

international faculty, the proportion of international postgraduate students, 

the proportion of international postdocs) to provide the growth of 

UrFU’s academic reputation in the subject areas: Physics, Chemistry, 

Material Science, Mathematics (my emphasis). 

 

It was important that the understanding of the leading positions in education and 

research was detailed in its vision quoted above. Other speech acts of INSM Strategic Plan 

related to the internationalization and international positioning were gathered in Table 21. 

 

Table 21 

Speech Acts of INSM Related to the International Dimension (as of 2016) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired repositioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Research Education Development 

INSM has the capacity 

to train specialists in 

the field of Natural 

Sciences and 

Mathematics who 

are then able to work 

in leading Russian 

and international 

universities, research 

centers and high-

tech enterprises. 

 

Currently more than 

150 alumni of INS 

and IMCS are 

working abroad. 

  

Kourovka astronomical 

observatory was approved as 

the contact point from Russia 

to coordinate the work of 

Russian research centers and 

centers of BRICS countries in 

the field of astronomy. 

 

Indicators achieved in 2015:  

• 32% of UrFU’s publications 

in Scopus and Web of 

Science (480 publications), 

• 31% of UrFU R&D funding 

(410 million rubles), 

• 27% of UrFU’s international 

faculty staff (mostly from 

abroad), 

• 23% of UrFU’s international 

postgraduates (14 out of 62), 

• 30% of UrFU’s international 

postdocs (seven out of 20). 

 

7 research laboratories under the 

supervision of prominent 

international scientists (the 

USA, France, Portugal, Spain, 

Sweden, Australia) were 

created (58% of these at 

UrFU). 

In 2014, the Ural 

Center for 

collective use 

“Modern 

nanotechnologies” 

was created. The 

project gathered 40 

partner 

Organizations, 

including nine 

international ones. 

 

In 2015 there were 

27 international 

faculty members at 

INSM. Among 

them, 21 people 

came from 

international (non-

CIS) countries. 

  

The key goal:  

development of the existing 

capacity for quality training 

of specialists in the field. 

 

Actions: 

1. Expansion of academic 

student mobility. 

2. Development of Master 

and postgraduate 

programs in English. In 

2016, three Master 

programs will be 

implemented in two 

languages.  

3. Doubling the number of 

international 

postgraduates during 

2016-2017. 

5) Participation in online 

educational programs of 

the BRICS Network 

University. 

4. Implementation of 

Erasmus + “Joint 

Program and Framework 

for Doctoral Education in 

Software Engineering" in 

conjunction with PhD 

program in Software 

Engineering 

KPI:  

• number of research 

laboratories under the 

supervision of leading 

international scientists 

• proportion of faculty 

staff with international 

publications 

• proportion of 

publications with 

international 

coauthors 

• proportion of 

international faculty 

members 

• proportion of 

international 

postgraduate students 

• proportion of 

international postdocs 

Professional 

development plans 

for faculty members: 

 

• increasing proportion 

of faculty members 

speaking English up 

to 50% by 2020 

• increasing proportion 

of faculty members 

trained in 

international 

universities and 

research centers 

• further recruiting of 

faculty members 

experienced in 

research 

management in the 

leading universities 

across the World 
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Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Strategic academic unit “Institute of Natural Sciences 

and Mathematics” for 2016-2020, by Ural Federal University, 2016, 

(https://strategy.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/site_22586/Institute_of_Natural_Sciences_and

_Mathematics_development_program.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

The document included a number of KPIs for the development of the international 

dimension; however, in some cases it did not specify what tools would lead to their 

achievement. For example, INSM aimed at increasing teaching in English and, in particular, 

raising the number of English-taught programs from 0 in 2016 to 3 in 2020. However, the 

academic unit opened and closed several degree programs taught in an international 

language, but there was no single English-taught degree program at the time of the research 

interviews (PL-9).  

In the document, INSM also articulated a plan for its faculty development (see Table 

21, column “Desired repositioning: speech acts of goals” - “Development”). The plan was 

accompanied by clear KPIs and the academic unit demonstrated a vision of increasing 

diversity in its faculty body. However, the plan focused on quantitative transformations and 

did not include any aspects of improving the quality of English teaching, developing teaching 

methods or promoting INSM’s faculty members as visiting professors in international 

universities.  

The collection of INSM’s speech acts in Table 21 showed that the international 

positioning of the academic unit was close to its predecessor, INS. INSM was positioned as a 

research unit and used INS’ strengths for constructing such positioning. The Strategic Plan 

(2016) contained several education indicators (i.e., number of programs in English, number 

of international students) without presenting an action plan to achieve them. The table also 

illustrated that the elements of international positioning developed by another predecessor, 

https://strategy.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/site_22586/Institute_of_Natural_Sciences_and_Mathematics_development_program.pdf
https://strategy.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/site_22586/Institute_of_Natural_Sciences_and_Mathematics_development_program.pdf
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the Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science, were not integrated into INSM’s self-

positioning, as of 2016.  

6.2.1.3 Positioning by the End of Project 5-100: Maintenance of the Existing 

Storyline. The analysis of INSM’s website (Ural Federal University, 2022b) confirmed the 

chosen positioning of the research academic unit (my emphasis): 

 

The basic studies of nature, a lot of practical tasks, involvement of 

scientists, and the students’ participation in scientific activities are the key 

elements of our education […]. 

The integration of education and research ensures the 

competitiveness of graduates on the labor market in the field of natural science 

and related applied areas […]. 

The Institute conducts fundamental and applied research, carries out 

expertise in different areas, including education […].  

It integrates specialists in the international academic community, 

initiates and implements international research projects. 

 

The positioning of INSM in 2020 and after the merger of two academic units 

consistently flowed from its predecessor, INS. The newly formed academic unit continued 

the storyline of the leading research academic unit with a strong capacity in research 

internationalization. It also stated its wish for a strong integration of research into educational 

programs. 

Another INSM’s predecessor, the Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science, 

aimed at developing its own international positioning that would distinguish it from the 

broader university brand. The institute elaborated its own strategy of internationalization with 
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the goal to create an international environment for its educational programs and academic 

departments and provide the necessary resources for the versatile development of 

internationalization. However, after the merger, the positioning of INS predominated and a 

strategy of international positioning via the research dimension was chosen.  

6.2.2 Rationales for Internationalization: Prestige is Broader than Rankings 

The analysis of rationales for internationalization in the present section and the 

thematic analysis in section 6.2.3 were based on data from the RPE responses and thematic 

analysis of interviews with 12 study participants, including five project leaders (and Director 

of the academic unit among them), five domestic faculty and two international faculty 

members. When INSM’s faculty members estimated the current balance of rationales (see 

Figure 20), they nominated prestige as the top priority, similarly to the study participants in 

the previous two chapters. The academic and economic rationales followed the top priority, 

and the social rationale was indicated as the least important priority. 

 

Figure 20 

Current Balance of Rationales for UrFU’s Internationalization from the Perspective of INSM’s 

Study Participants 
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Economic rationale

Social rationale
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After distributing the points in accordance with the current balance of rationales, the 

study participants did the same for the desired situation. Most of the participants changed 

their vision by changing the balance of rationales. 

The desired balance of rationales (Figure 21) in INSM proved to be the same as in the 

case of UrIH. The academic rationale was the leading priority, followed by prestige and 

social rationales; while the economic one received the least number of points. 

 

Figure 21 

Desired Balance of Rationales for UrFU’s Internationalization from the Perspective of INSM’s 

Study Participants 

 

 

 

After carrying out the RPE, the study participants discussed the results. Most of them 

came to similar conclusions regarding the current balance of rationales; however, their 

opinions took the two following positions. The majority of academics agreed with the key 
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role of prestige according to the current balance of rationales and considered it as a real 

element of excellency for the university: 

 

Prestige is when you are pleased to go somewhere and tell that you are from 

the university. And your colleagues reply: “Yes, we know this university 

well, it’s a fine university”. It's not about positions, rankings or other such 

things. But it is nice that the place where I have been working for so many 

years is known to people, at least, from my community. This is prestige in 

my understanding. (PL-6)  

 

Another colleague considered prestige as a key to the development of other rationales: 

“Prestige is necessary to organize social interactions and intercultural environment easily”. 

The study participants in this group also focused on the positive role of Project 5-100 later in 

the conversation. 

The minority of participants disagreed with the existing system of priorities and 

underlined the higher priority of other rationales. For example, a project leader indicated 

the high importance of the economic rationale for increasing prestige and explained it by 

referencing the best practices of international universities:  

 

I believe that all four rationales are important. But it does not work without 

money. If you look at the first hundred universities in QS, you see that they 

all have much more funding than we do. And income from international 

students is an essential indicator of prestige: if they want to pay for studying 

in our university, then it has prestige. […] But currently there is a different 
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situation in UrFU. We aim at recruiting international students because we are 

taking part in Project 5-100. (PL-9)  

 

Thus, the study participants were divided between those who understood why prestige 

was the top priority for UrFU and those who disagreed with the existing balance of rationales. 

The academics also understood the central role of Project 5-100 in the rapid development of 

university internationalization and the current system of rationales. However, they outlined 

their understanding of prestige from the perspectives of reputation, demand of degree 

programs and intercultural environment. The participants also emphasized that prestige does 

not automatically equate to high positions in rankings, its effect is much broader and includes 

academic reputation as a whole. In the ideal balance of rationales, prestige was considered the 

first priority among the academic rationales. 

6.2.3 Contribution of Project 5-100: Strategic Viewpoint and Tangible Outcomes 

Most study participants were recipients of Project 5-100’s funding from various 

perspectives. The project leaders who, in case of INSM, were heads of research projects, 

managed to obtain funding from the excellence initiative for the development of their 

research units. Faculty members were recipients of individual grants for research trips or 

incentive payments for publications in high ranked journals. The interviews led the INSM’s 

study participants to articulate three positions regarding Project 5-100. 

The first group of study participants expressed a positive attitude and valued the 

strategic outcomes of Project 5-100 as key ones. The following strategic outcomes were 

named: determination of strategic priorities, organizational change and new way of thinking 

about the international dimension. 

The project leader stated that Project 5-100 led to a huge reorganization within the 

university and the academic unit itself. Two academic units were merged and “it was 
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interesting, although very difficult” (PL-9). The participant also noted that the funding of 

Project 5-100 was not crucial for the operational activity of the academic unit; however, it 

would not have been possible for INSM to achieve its current level of development without 

the excellence initiative:  

 

Almost 30 centers of excellence, the highest number in UrFU, belong to 

INSM. I think it would not be possible both financially and organizationally 

without 5-100. I do not understand where we would get such resources. In 

general, (development happens) when there is some kind of stimulus, some 

kind of external pathogen, indignation […]. Before Project 5-100, we were 

stewing in our own juice. […] And if we had not had a goal to improve 

internationalization to get positions in rankings, we would have absolutely 

got another attitude to recruitment of international students and faculty. It 

was surprising just five years ago. (PL-9) 

 

Another project leader also emphasized that Project 5-100 changed the student and 

faculty body’s way of thinking about internationalization and made hiring international 

colleagues an ordinary practice: 

 

It is no longer a sensation that an international employee is working here. 

Well, he works, fine. Hello, goodbye, it is also possible to help a little in the 

everyday sense. Here you go through a medical examination, here are these 

and those offices, and so on. It is now perceived as something ordinary. 

There are different employees, there are international ones, for example. 

Why not? (PL-7)  
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The project leader also noted how strategic sessions, which accompanied the 

implementation of Project 5-100, helped INSM to rethink its strategic priorities and activity 

as a whole: “It seemed that we were all doing something big and great. Then strategic 

sessions started, and they told us that it was just “the hygiene” and had to exist by default. It 

was a great experience of organizational change”. (PL-9) 

The second group declared a positive attitude to Project 5-100 and valued tangible 

results the most. Among such results, domestic faculty members indicated the purchase of 

equipment, incentive payments for publications, funding for participation in international 

conferences and internships. International faculty members noted that Project 5-100 provided 

the funding for their work at UrFU. 

A faculty member recounted the history of the laboratory, which was created within 

the framework of another grant program before the beginning of the excellence initiative. 

Later, Project 5-100 helped to continue and develop this research unit (DF-11). Another 

colleague sustained the deferred effect of spending 5-100 funding: “Our laboratory purchased 

equipment for the funding received in Project 5-100. And we continue to use that money in a 

way, because we continue using the equipment”. (DF-8) 

Several faculty members shared their memories regarding research internships or 

conferences that they had managed to attend owing to Project 5-100: “There were programs 

of internships within Project 5-100 and fine opportunities to go there for a month and a half” 

(DF-10). They added that those research visits allowed them to conduct experiments and “do 

real work” in comparison with short-term visits when “you can only look around”. (DF-12). 

An international faculty member had come to UrFU thanks to Project 5-100. The 

study participant noted that the excellence initiative not only provided funding for the job 

position, but also changed the working conditions within the university:  
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A few months before I came here, there was no conception of a postdoc in 

UrFU, and they couldn’t provide any adequate salary or even living 

conditions. But then I saw that it was beginning to change with this 5-100 

program, so I took a chance. (IF-6) 

 

Finally, a part of INSM’s study participants articulated a neutral position and noted 

almost no outcomes. The minority of study participants stated that they did not notice any 

substantial developments brought by Project 5-100: “I honestly do not even remember of any 

significant changes, except for the support of publications, publication activity. Once, I think, 

I went to a conference for a week and that's it” (DF-12). Other faculty members also said that 

the allocation of Project 5-100 was carried out by management and “we did not understand 

for what the funding was used” (DF-12). The academics also noted that there were not many 

competitions for funding addressed to individuals. 

The interviews showed that most INSM’s faculty positions about the impact of 

Project 5-100 were positive. The estimation of its influence depended on the job position and 

the level of responsibility: while project leaders mostly discoursed about the strategic 

outcomes and changes in the way of thinking about internationalization and the international 

environment, faculty members concentrated on the specific and tangible benefits of the 

excellence initiative. The neutral position was expressed by those faculty members who did 

not take part in UrFU’s activities implemented under the funding of Project 5-100. 

6.2.4 Strategies of Internationalization 

6.2.4.1. Research Strategy of Internationalization: Using a Strong Dimension for 

Positioning. The study participants from INSM unanimously agreed that internationalization 

in their academic unit originated from research and focused mostly on it. The academics’ 
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opinions were split into two consistent positions as they explained why internationalization 

was the core of their research activities: 

According to the first one, internationalization of research always existed in 

INSM. A project leader connected it with the academic unit’s positioning (my emphasis): 

 

The institute is positioned both in the university and beyond as an institute 

where basic research is carried out. There are applied studies done by our 

mathematicians, we have corporate partners […], but initially we all came 

from the classical education of USU. Our main goal is obtaining fundamental 

knowledge in the subject, and we must make this new knowledge public so 

[…] we have to publish it […] in a highly ranked journal read by the whole 

world. This is where all internationalization comes from. (PL-9) 

 

Other study participants also noted that data for specific studies in natural sciences 

could only be collected in cooperation with international partners. For example, in INSM this 

relates to climate research or Arctic studies. An academic described how the research project 

was organized: 

 

The international nature of studying climate is, in fact, easy to understand. 

We have one planet; the climate is common. In order to study something, you 

need to have, at least, a network of observations and a network of “brains” 

throughout the planet. This subject area itself implies internationalization, 

which has always existed in this area, even during the Soviet Union. And at 

the present time, international cooperation is increasing. We cannot stew in 

our own juice here and do our own “individual research”. (DF-11) 
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Several faculty members also stated that they had been feeling part of the 

international academic community since the very start of their research career. Those who 

were working with colleagues from Russia only in their research units also added that this 

fact did not interfere with the feeling of the international nature of their work: 

 

For me internationalization is so natural that it is very difficult to single out 

any specific aspects of my job related to internationalization. We constantly 

cooperate with international colleagues, send and receive samples, measure 

them not only for ourselves, but also for others, write joint publications. (DF-

8) 

 

The study participants who articulated this position believed that the international 

dimension was always an integral part of doing research at INSM and did not link its 

development with Project 5-100 directly. 

The second part of study participants agreed that internationalization of research 

had always existed in INSM, but noted that it intensified during Project 5-100. A faculty 

member sustained this position by describing an increase in international cooperation after an 

international project leader joined their research project with the support of the excellence 

initiative funding: 

 

In 2013, [Name and Surname] arrived here and substantiated the large 

international project. And, in general, after that we began to actively 

exchange samples, do joint research. A large number of interactions with 

different countries can be listed. […] We also won several grants, but we 
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continue to cooperate even when we do not have any external funding. (DF-

12) 

 

An international faculty member, who had been connected with INSM for more than 

ten years, noted the shift in the individual publishing strategies of INSM’s faculty members: 

“now it comes in every conversation. […] I mean, of course, people abroad target journals 

[…]. But people seem to be slightly less obsessed with the metrics than my collaborators in 

Ekaterinburg. That also has been a big change”. (IF-5) 

Both positions showed that the understanding of internationalization in INSM was 

mostly linked with research activities. However, the minority of study participants recognized 

the contribution of Project 5-100 for the intensification of research international relations. 

6.2.4.2. Educational Strategy of Internationalization: Using Research for 

Developing Education. As regards INSM’s educational strategies, faculty members mostly 

discussed the integration of their research into teaching. An academic understood that the 

term internationalization mostly related to the research dimension in INSM, and the existing 

internationalization of education did not reap any benefits to the academic unit (my 

emphasis): 

 

I agree that really the INSM’s internationalization is mainly related to 

science. From an educational point of view, it seems to me, 

internationalization has practically no impact. Although we do have a 

number of international students, both undergraduate and graduate. But this 

internationalization is rather one-sided. In this sense research 

internationalization is bilateral: we may give something to international 
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colleagues, and they may contribute to us. But in the case of international 

students, we are giving them our knowledge. (DF-8) 

 

After the launch of Project 5-100, INSM launched several English-taught programs, 

but the university only managed to recruit very few students and the academic unit decided to 

no longer offer those programs in an international language (PL-9). A double degree program 

was launched for postgraduate studies with France. However, at the time of the present study, 

all degree programs at INSM were taught in Russian. At the same time, faculty members 

talked about their experience of teaching abroad and named universities in North America, 

Europe and Asia. The study participants expressed two complementary positions regarding 

the reasons for not offering programs in international languages in the academic unit. 

First, they noted that the language barrier still exists for a significant number of 

faculty members. According to this position, it would be hard to find enough academics for 

teaching in a specific English-taught degree program: 

 

There are several dozen disciplines at each master program. And all the 

disciplines should be taught in English. And here difficulties arise. One thing 

is to talk or write about your research interests. And another thing is to teach 

lectures with practical exercises. The teacher also has to answer questions. 

(PL-9) 

 

An international faculty member noted that a great shift in this regard had already 

taken place, but there is still significant ground for improvement: “I can think of people 

whom I met 14 years ago who knew almost no English, now they […] are absolutely fluent in 
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English. Things are changing, but I don’t know how that’s changing within the younger 

undergraduate cohort”. (IF-5) 

According to another position, the chosen programs were not in demand on the 

international market. Both project leaders and faculty members thought that INSM chose 

the programs based on existing competences and did not analyze the market: “it was assumed 

that international students would be gathered into separate groups, and we would teach there 

in English. I also prepared such programs, developed them. But they were not in demand and 

those groups were not created” (DF-9). 

One more point that should be noted in regard to teaching in English and the 

international dimension, as a whole, was the corporate spirit of the academic freedom and 

natural flow of things. A project leader described it in the following way: 

 

I communicate with colleagues, each of them has a huge amount of work. 

When you do something that you don't like, it is difficult to expect any good 

reaction. I think that these programs were prepared mainly by my generation, 

maybe by the older faculty. […] INSM is happy to support what there is 

now. It seems to me: don't touch the car when it's driving. (PL-9)  

 

The fact that programs in English have not worked properly was not of great interest 

to the study participants: “I did not analyze purposefully why they had not been run” (PL-9). 

At the same time, they discussed making syllabi of their Russian courses internationalized 

and up to date. In this regard, the interviewees expressed two opposite positions. 

A number of faculty members was enthusiastic. The academics described how they 

had learnt new advances in their research area and successfully added them into their courses: 
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Some new research results connected with my course appeared. One of them 

was completely new and it touched upon on one well-known classical thing, 

but it was simpler than the classical thing and I integrated it immediately into 

the course. The second case was also the same, but that was my joint course 

with another colleague. When I discovered the new development in our 

subject area, it was so new and simple that I had to share it with students. 

(DF-10) 

 

Another example is an academic who was teaching a classical course established in 

the previous centuries: the study participant had integrated the cooperation with international 

colleagues into the tasks for master’s and PhD students’ theses in order to develop their 

feeling of international studies. 

Other colleagues were frustrated with the same experience. For instance, a faculty 

member of staff described how he had tried to modify a course that would answer the best 

level of existing research in the area, but students were not ready for it: 

 

Some of the students said directly: "We chose [name of the subject] so that 

we would never deal with physics and mathematics again."  It is clear that I 

landed the subject to a level so that they would understand and could pass the 

exam, but, nevertheless, two attempts were unsuccessful. Finally, I made a 

third attempt and wrote the requirements. What happened? The students were 

completely unprepared, I had to halve my course, do for half a semester what 

they should have already been able to do for my course and then give them 

minimal recognition. (DF-11) 
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The thematic analysis showed that the internationalization of education was 

understood by study participants as the recruitment of international students and teaching in 

an international language and was not considered as an advantage for INSM. This was a 

result of the focus on the academic unit’s research dimension and its spirit of following the 

established order of things. The English-taught programs were terminated, but the majority of 

study participants endeavored to bring their courses back to best international practice. Such 

attempts were mostly successful, but the features of some courses and the level of the 

students’ preparation did not allow other academics to fully implement such developments. 

As in the case of the research dimension, the concept of education internationalization was 

not re-positioned by the study participants compared to the period prior to Project 5-100. 

6.2.5 International Services: Positions Vary for University and Academic Unit Support 

Discussion on support measures differentiated two levels of services: the university 

and the academic unit. The speech acts of the study participants in relation to the university’s 

international services were split across three positions. One of the most common one was the 

criticizing position. The branched structure of the international services led the study 

participants to misunderstand the responsibility of various office workers: 

 

I have some experience of interacting with support services at the university. 

Some of them are very nice, always ready to help and find a solution. But 

there are other colleagues who operate within the framework of strict 

instructions […]. There are so many of them, and they change often. And I 

very poorly understand who is responsible for what, and with whom I need to 

talk about my issue. The fact that our buildings are far one from another 

really restrains this process. (PL-7) 
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A negative attitude was also connected with the opinion that solutions for each of 

INSM’s academics could be found, and INSM’s study participants were ready to cooperate, 

but it took a great deal of effort to deal with university services: 

 

Our system is actually very flexible, any issue can be resolved, but 

sometimes it causes a certain irritation. I do not understand why, in order to 

solve some trivial issues, I have to go to ten offices. It’s just a big waste of 

time. At the same time, there is a change for the better compared to, 

according to my personal experience, several years ago. (PL-10) 

 

Another position was neutral and constructive. Faculty members, adhering to this 

position, did not criticize the services, but tried to understand the system of subordination and 

deal with it. They also noted the significant progress in international services during the 

implementation of Project 5-100: 

 

In 2013, I started asking the question: “What, in general, should be done in 

order to invite an international academic to work at UrFU”? There was no 

clear answer […]. Let there be fifteen positions in the list, but they would be 

known. […] In 2014, a year later, the team for employment of international 

faculty members was organized. And now we have a clear procedure to deal 

with all related issues, recognition of degrees and so on.  

 

This and the previous positions were articulated by domestic faculty members and 

project leaders. As in the previous case study, INSM’s international faculty members 

declared satisfaction and positive attitude to services. The international academics were 
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highly satisfied with employment and visa services provided by the colleagues at the 

university: 

 

The process of becoming employed was fine. The support with invitations 

and visas, and travel was all quite good, rather seamless. There were some 

things which came up, but nothing big. The support from the university was 

exemplary, I would say, in terms of overcoming all of the paperwork, 

permissions and whatnot that must be done, all the legal obstacles. (IF-6) 

 

International faculty members noted a huge amount of paperwork required for 

employment matters. However, they realized that it was due to regulations and that UrFU’s 

offices did their best to simplify the process: 

 

I would echo the previous comment. The support from the university staff 

and my colleagues was enormous. I’m also aware of the amount of 

paperwork and all the steps that had to be taken, there was a huge number of 

these things. For me, what I remember mainly — obviously, was the endless, 

endless paperwork, and full day medical. But the support from colleagues 

and the staff within the university is very good. They clearly are working 

hard to try and make it as easy as possible. (IF-5) 

 

Finally, apart from the support of international offices, faculty members noted the 

university leadership’s personal interest in their job conditions. An international academic 

described the meeting of a vice-rector with university postdocs: 
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[…] he was quite interested, asking us if there was something he could do to 

help, or if we needed something. This ranged from organizing office 

furniture, regular stuff, to the conditions in the dormitory, improving them, 

making sure that everything was okay. This was quite helpful… It made an 

impression that the UrFU leadership was actually interested in how the 

invited scientists are living and working in the university. (IF-6) 

 

The conversation about the academic unit’s international services only highlighted the 

support related to the research dimension. Services were aimed at decreasing the 

administrative matters of researchers and providing space for carrying out research. The 

study participants emphasized that the support was provided in line with the values of 

academic freedom while maintaining the natural flow of things: 

 

It seems to me that nothing happened artificially. Although, of course, there 

have been some support measures. For example, INSM has paid for language 

courses for faculty members willing to improve their English. And then paid 

for obtaining an international language certificate. (PL-9) 

 

The project leader also described a granting system for faculty members’ mobility that 

was organized by the academic unit with the funding of Project 5-100. INSM also simplified 

the process of obtaining 5-100 funding for researchers by creating administrator positions 

who could deal with all the paperwork and report back to the university: 

 

And I also have scientists, they are curious. Some of them wanted to 

participate in a commission for funding allocation and defend their ideas. I 
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said: "You’d better not to go." They then returned under the impression that 

there should be stress-resistant people for such things. And I have such 

administrators, this is their job, they do it. (PL-9) 

 

The speech acts on services can be differentiated depending on the level of support. 

University services included both support for faculty members and students, while support 

for international activities in the academic unit was limited to researchers only. The positions 

regarding the university services varied from criticizing to neutral ones by domestic faculty 

members and satisfaction by international academics. Services in the academic unit were 

offered in order to create comfortable work conditions and maximize the opportunities for 

carrying out international research by INSM’s academics. These were described only with a 

positive attitude. 

6.3 Summary of the Main Findings 

This section includes the summary of the main findings of the document and thematic 

analysis in relation to INSM. 

6.3.1 Development of International Positioning: Strengthening one Storyline, Excluding 

Another 

This section summarizes the document analysis that illustrated the evolution of 

international positioning in INSM in 2011-2020. Figure 22 illustrates the evolving 

international positioning during the indicated period of time. 

 

Figure 22 

Evolution of INSM’s International Positioning 
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The academic unit was characterized by existing elements of international positioning 

in both its predecessors prior to the beginning of Project 5-100. This distinguished the 

academic unit on the university and regional level.  

Its first predecessor, INS, made the research dimension the cornerstone of its 

positioning. The essence of performing research at INS implied international cooperation in 

terms of gathering data, carrying out analyses and presenting the results. The academic unit 

started its participation in Project 5-100 with already developed international research 

connections and visibility. Its strategy of internationalization deviated from the existing order 

of things in the academic unit and was dedicated to further increasing the academic unit’s 

presence on the international research panorama. 

Another INSM’s predecessor, the Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science, 

positioned itself as an academic unit with high quality education meeting all international 

requirements and a strong research capacity. The academic unit understood 
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internationalization not only as the expansion of mobility programs and double degrees with 

international partners, but also as the development of the environment where the best 

international practices and standards would be available for everyone, even for those not 

fluent in English.   

As the document analysis illustrated, the storyline of INSM’s positioning after the 

merger of two academic units took into account only the storyline of INS, while the basis for 

IMCS’s positioning was discarded. In 2016, the newly formed Institute of Natural Science 

and Mathematics positioned itself as the leading research academic unit in the university with 

a strong competence in research internationalization. Its new Strategic Plan (2016) also 

positioned educational programs through the integration of research into the studies. This 

storyline was developed later in 2020 when the academic unit further elaborated its 

international dimension with the invitation of prominent academics leading its research 

laboratories, the reinforcement of its equipment, elaboration of international connections and 

publication of research in prominent international journals. Thus, participation in Project 5-

100 allowed the academic unit to further develop its international positioning which existed 

before the excellence initiative. During the process, its predecessor’s storyline with goals of 

developing internationally oriented degree programs was discarded. 

6.3.2 Repositioning of Internationalization: Research Dimension in Focus  

This section describes the key findings of the thematic analysis based on the 

interviews with the study participants from the Institute of Natural Science and Mathematics 

regarding the second research question and its four dimensions: rationales, research and 

educational strategies of internationalization, and services. The analysis showed how the 

personal positions of the academics in relation to each of the four dimensions matched the 

repositioning of internationalization during the implementation of Project 5-100.  
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6.3.2.1 Rationales for Internationalization: Prestige as a Driver for Other 

Rationales. When prioritizing the four rationales for internationalization, the study 

participants indicated prestige as the key UrFU’s rationale in the current balance. Academic 

and economic rationales closely followed the prestige one, and the social rationale scored the 

least number of points. The academics expressed two positions when they explained their 

choice: 

1. Agreement with the high relevance of prestige according to the current balance of 

rationales was shared by the majority of participants. The academics considered it 

as a real strength for the university and not just a way to achieve formal indicators 

or positions in rankings. This group of study participants believed that prestige 

helps develop all other rationales of internationalization. 

2. Disagreement with the existing system of priorities and identification of the higher 

priority of other rationales. 

Similarly to the previous case, the study participants changed the prioritization in the 

desired balance of rationales and nominated the academic rationale as the highest scoring 

rationale in an ideal situation. They also noted that Project 5-100 had a central role in the 

rapid development of university internationalization and influenced the current system of 

rationales. 

6.3.2.2 Research Strategy of Internationalization: The Natural Order of Things. 

The interviewees from INSM mutually declared that internationalization in their academic 

unit originated from the research dimension and concentrated mainly on research aspects. 

The strategy of internationalization was characterized by faculty members as a “natural flow 

of things” and was explained through the necessity of international cooperation in order to 

collect and analyze data, as well as present the findings. The project leaders added that the 
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academic unit had additionally supported research activities by providing the funding, 

administrative support and collaborative environment. 

The positions regarding the research strategy of internationalization only differed in 

terms of the impact of Project 5-100: 

3. Part of the study participants believed that internationalization of research had 

always been an ordinary matter for INSM, and they did not link it to the 

impact of Project 5-100. The academics explained it with various reasons: 

research had historically been carried out by INSM’s predecessors, there was a 

need to cooperate with colleagues from all over the world in order to collect data 

for specific studies such as climate or Arctic studies or the will to cooperate in 

order to analyze data and share the results. 

4. Another group of academics agreed with the natural character of research 

internationalization, but noted that it intensified during Project 5-100. They 

linked it with the additional funding that allowed them to increase international 

cooperation. International faculty members also joined this position and noted that 

their domestic colleagues had become more strategic in terms of publications over 

the previous years. 

6.3.2.3 Educational Strategies of Internationalization: Use Research as an 

Advantage. After the launch of Project 5-100, INSM tried to implement a common strategy 

in UrFU and launched several English-taught programs. However, the academic unit closed 

the programs due to several reasons: low demand, lack of faculty members ready to teach in 

English and the academic staff’s poor interest in developing such programs. Thus, by the end 

of Project 5-100, INSM focused on offering educational programs in Russian with a strong 

research focus and syllabi that matched international practices. In this regard, the 

interviewees articulated two opposite positions. 
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1. An enthusiastic and active position was expressed by those who had already 

successfully modified the content of their courses. 

2. Frustration was expressed by faculty members who had made several attempts 

but were met by the unwillingness of students. For example, an academic 

described an attempt to modify a course that would address the best level of 

existing research in the area, but students were simply not ready for it. 

The thematic analysis showed that internationalization of education was viewed by 

study participants as the recruitment of international students and teaching in English and was 

not considered as an advantage by INSM’s study participants. 

6.3.2.4 International Services: “We” and “They”. The positions of study 

participants varied regarding the international services in the university and the academic 

unit. The services, offered by the university, included support for international faculty 

members and students, organization of international events, and mobility programs. The 

opinions of the study participants regarding the context of university services were divided 

into three groups:  

1. A criticizing position was sustained by the branched structure of international 

services, confusion regarding their responsibilities and, thus, difficulties in 

communication. 

2. A neutral and constructive position was expressed when faculty members 

understood the system of subordination and successfully established 

communication with their colleagues. The significant progress in the development 

of international services during the implementation of Project 5-100 was also noted 

by this group of study participants. 

3. Satisfaction was declared by INSM’s international faculty members who 

emphasized the high quality of services for employment and visa matters. 
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The international services, offered by the academic unit, included support for research 

activities. The support was provided in order to create comfortable work conditions and 

maximize the opportunities for INSM’s academic staff to carry out international research. 

Such services were described with a positive attitude only. The strong division of services 

into two levels showed that the domestic study participants (faculty members and project 

leaders) detached themselves (staff members of the academic unit) from the university 

services as Figure 23 illustrated. Such detachment did not appear in the speech acts of 

international faculty members. 

 

Figure 23 

Positioning of the University Level from the Perspective of Domestic Academic Unit 

Members 
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led to the fact that internationalization was repositioned as a comprehensive development of 

the research dimension with a low prioritization of educational internationalization.  

Consequently, the following conclusion on repositioning of internationalization 

emerged. Internationalization of INSM naturally stemmed from its research-oriented 

approach and, thus, internationalization was positioned as an integral part of the activities in 

the academic unit even at the beginning of Project 5-100. However, internationalization 

became an intentional and strategical process under the impact of the excellence initiative and 

was aimed at enhancing the quality of research. This made the repositioning of 

internationalization in INSM in line with the definition of de Wit et al (2015) which I took as 

a reference point for my study. However, the repositioning of internationalization in INSM 

differed from the definition inasmuch most of INSM’s efforts were directed towards 

enhancing the internationalization of research, while the development of the international 

dimension of education in accordance with UrFU’s strategy and methods did not work as 

planned. The focus on carrying out internationally recognized research brought the academic 

unit to strengthening its positions in international rankings by 2020, and namely, in QS 

subject rankings (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2021): Mathematics #201-250, Material Sciences 

#301-350, Natural Sciences #386.  
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7 Case 3 — Adherence to International Academic Standards: Intentional Positioning of 

the Graduate School of Economics and Management (GSEM) 

 

What is internationalization? It is the sharing of common values with people who 

make up the university world. (PL-11) 

 

This chapter describes the case of internationalization development in the third 

UrFU’s academic unit – GSEM. The case study begins with an introduction to the context 

and feed data of the academic unit prior to and after the launch of Project 5-100. The chapter 

then presents the documentary analysis of three strategic plans and the official website in 

order to trace the evolution of GSEM’s international positioning. The analysis also includes 

the examination of the RPE and thematic analysis of six interviews with 17 respondents. The 

data analysis section describes how internationalization was repositioned with regard to the 

rationales for internationalization, research and educational strategies and services by 

presenting the range of study participants’ positions in relation to the listed aspects. The 

concluding implications are summarized in the findings of the chapter. 

7.1 Context of the Case 

7.1.1 Modified Model of Transformations 

GSEM is the only institute among the three case studies under investigation that 

merged academic units from two UrFU’s predecessors: USU and Ural State Polytechnic 

University. Moreover, the process of its formation was the longest among the studied 

academic units: it took nine years and it was only completed in 2020: 

1. In 2011, GSEM and the Institute of Public Administration and Entrepreneurship 

(hereon IPAE) were created as a result of new university transformations.  
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2. In 2017, the SAU was formed as part of the University 2.0 transformation. 

However, it was a nominal organizational change and it did not bring any 

substantial changes to the units. 

3. In 2019-2020, the full-scale merger of GSEM and IPAE occurred and led the 

academic unit to its current organizational structure (see Appendix L). Despite the 

school’s wish to maintain the name of Graduate School of Economics and 

Management in English, this was renamed in Russian and gained the title which 

united both management and governance within the same wording. Figure 24 

illustrates the units included into GSEM in its current state. 

 

Figure 24 

Transformations of GSEM and its Predecessors 

 

Note. Adapted from (1) Strategic plan of Graduate School of Economics and Management of 

Ural Federal University (GSEM UrFU) for 2011-2016 and up to 2020, by Ural Federal 

University, 2011a, 
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(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-GSEM-Concept.pdf). In the public domain; 

(2) Strategic plan of Institute of Public Administration and Entrepreneurship, by Ural Federal 

University, 2011b, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IGUP-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

After the merger of GSEM and IPAE, the newly formed Graduate School of 

Economics and Management had more than 5,500 students and 700 faculty members. 

Prospective students could choose between 14 undergraduate and 30 master’s programs in the 

academic unit. The school also offered vocational business education and PhD programs in 

economics and management. The detailed unit structure is shown in the organigram in 

Appendix L. 

GSEM’s structure varies from the other studied academic units since there is no 

division between the bachelor and graduate schools. On the contrary, GSEM consists of four 

schools: 

• School of Economics and Management 

• School of Public Policy and Entrepreneurship 

• Business School 

• School of Management and Interdisciplinary Research 

GSEM’s planned path to internationalization had started several years prior the launch 

of Project 5-100 with the ambition to achieve the EPAS accreditation by the European 

Foundation for Management Development (later renamed EFMD Program Accreditation). 

Since then, the bachelor’s program in International Economics and Business obtained this 

accreditation twice (in 2015 and 2018). Several years ago, GSEM also started its path to 

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20developement/UrFU-GSEM-Concept.pdf
https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20developement/UrFU-GSEM-Concept.pdf
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achieving the AACSB accreditation and it is currently in the process of gaining this 

recognition.  

GSEM declared its self-positioning through its vision (my emphasis) as “one of the 

top Eurasian business schools shaping multicultural leaders for the future economy, based 

on interdisciplinary knowledge transfer, partnerships with leading corporations, and skills for 

sustainable development” (Ural Federal University, 2022a). The academic unit articulated its 

key goal in the mission at the same website: “Transforming students to business and 

intellectual elites, capable of advancing development of the Ural-Siberian Region and 

enhancing global competitiveness of Russia, following responsible behavior towards future 

generations”. It should be noted that, after the merger, the newly formed academic unit 

expressed the same mission and vision of its predecessor, GSEM. 

7.1.2 Internationalization of Education: International Standards and Development of 

Services 

In the same year of the launch of Project 5-100, the percentage of international 

students in GSEM’s predecessors was 9.6%, and their number was also increasing 

proportionally in the university during the excellence initiative, as Figure 25 showed.  

 

Figure 25 

Number of GSEM’s International Students, Persons 
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Note. Adapted from data of UrFU’s Department for Academic Development. Private 

communication. 

 

GSEM distinguished itself for the creation of international services in the academic 

unit level. Prior to Project 5-100, the school had established the GSEM’s International Affairs 

Office in order to provide the following services: strategic planning in the area of 

internationalization, services for international and domestic students and faculty members, 

informational support and international marketing, holding international events, ensuring 

bilingual environment in the campus, development of international partnerships, obtaining 

international accreditations. In 2015, GSEM elaborated a Policy of Internationalization which 

described the key principles of the academic unit in terms of international dimension and its 

quality criteria. In 2020, after the merger of its predecessors, the academic unit also created a 

Committee for Internationalization in order to approve new international academic partners in 

accordance with its quality criteria. The academic unit had been issuing GSEM International 

Digest four times per year to communicate its news and upcoming events to its stakeholders. 

In addition, the academic unit developed criteria for developing international 

partnerships and stated that foreign partner universities should be EFMD or AACSB 
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accredited and/or have gained high positions in international rankings (Policy of 

Internationalization of Graduate School of Economics and Management UrFU, 2015, private 

communication). In accordance with these criteria, the academic unit increased the number of 

its foreign partners from less than 10 institutions in 2013 to now more than 60 universities 

from Eurasia, North and South America. 

During the past ten years, the academic unit has also been increasing the number of 

English-taught programs. In 2020, four master’s programs were taught in English, and four 

degree programs (both bachelors and masters) were taught 50% in English and 50% in 

Russian. Among these, the bachelor’s program International Economics and Business was 

accredited three times by EFMD and ranked as the best bachelor’s program among 120 

undergraduate programs in the university (Ural Federal University, 2021a). The master’s 

program International Management instead entered the QS ranking of masters’ in 

management in 2019 and ranked first among all UrFU master’s programs. 

Three GSEM degree programs offered double degrees with partner universities, 

including KEDGE Business School (France), University of Liège (Belgium), Business 

School of Pforzheim University (Germany) and other institutions fulfilling the above-

mentioned criteria. Since 2015, the academic unit has been regularly offering autumn and 

summer international short-term programs too. 

7.1.3 Internationalization of Research: A Developmental Leap 

GSEM stated that its research was based on the following principles: 

 

• determining and developing key competences that provide for competitive 

advantages in fundamental and applied research results; 

• establishing tools for sustainable and long-term support of research teams and 

individual researchers; 
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• providing equal access to resources and ensuring transparent decision-making 

(Ural Federal University, 2022a). 

 

There were 15 research units at GSEM (several of them were in the process of being 

transformed), and six of these obtained the status of centers of competences for the purposes 

of Project 5-100. In 2013-2020, GSEM implemented the listed principles through a number 

of activities: the academic unit developed a peer review system for international initiatives 

through collegiate bodies, in particular the International Academic Council.  

The school also created its own Development Fund to provide funding for 

international research projects and trips on a competitive basis. It also established the Centre 

for Research Support which, among others, is responsible for services to GSEM’s faculty 

members and international partners. The academic unit was regularly hosting bilingual 

research events, such as international conferences for more than 500 participants and Spring 

Science Days for young researchers, as well as regular research workshops. GSEM supported 

membership in international research associations in its subject areas, such as the Regional 

Studies Association (UK) and PRME Association. 

GSEM significantly developed the indicators of research performance during the 

implementation of Project 5-100. Table 22 shows that there was almost no international 

research in both GSEM’s predecessors by the time the excellence initiative was launched. 

However, a noticeable progress had been made by the end of the initiative. 

 

Table 22 

Research Performance of GSEM’s Predecessors  

https://urfu.ru/en/about-the-university/mission-and-vision/
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Indicator 2012 2018 

Publications indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science 

GSEM: 6 

IPAE: 0 

GSEM: 254 

IPAE: 75 

Publications indexed in 

Scopus/Web of Science per 

faculty 

GSEM: 0,04 

IPAE: 0 

GSEM: 0,7  

IPAE: 0,6 

Total amount of citations N/A GSEM: 1390 

IPAE: 77 

Citations without selfciting N/A GSEM: 598 

IPAE: 43 

R&D funding, 

THOUSANDS RUB 

GSEM: 20989 

IPAE: 796 

GSEM and IPAE: 77900 

Research units headed by 

world-class researchers 

Laboratory for International and 

Regional Economics (created in 

2012) 

Laboratory for International and 

Regional Economics 

Note. Note. Adapted from (1) Scientific results of Ural Federal University in 2012 [Power 

Point Slides], by V. Kruzhaev, 2013, (https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-

uchebnyi-god/). In the public domain, (2) Data issued by UrFU’s Center for Monitoring of 

Research and Education. Private communication, (3) website of Ural Federal University, 

2022c, (https://urfu.ru/en/). In the public domain. 

 

The research progress fostered higher positions of GSEM in QS ranking 

(Quacquarelli Symonds, 2021). In 2021, the university achieved the following positions in 

the subject rankings: #334 for Social Sciences & Management, and more specifically #51-

100 for Social Policy and Administration; #351-400 for Economics & Econometrics; #401-

450 for Business and Management studies. 

        7.2 Data Analysis 

This section presents the outcomes of the document and thematic analyses of 

interviews with GSEM’s academic members and staff. Positioning theory was applied in 

https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-uchebnyi-god/
https://urfu.ru/ru/about/council/info-session/20122013-uchebnyi-god/
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order to define the evolution of GSEM’s international positioning, as well as discovering the 

manner of internationalization repositioning from the GSEM study participants’ perspective. 

7.2.1 Document Analysis 

The analysis of official documents and GSEM’s website was aimed at illustrating the 

development of the international positioning of the academic unit before Project 5-100 and by 

the end of the excellence initiative.    

7.2.1.1 Prior to the Start of Project 5-100: the Vision of Repositioning Developed. 

Graduate School of Economics and Management. The Strategic Plan of GSEM (2011) is 

characterized by a higher level of attention to the international dimension in comparison with 

the other studied academic units. The document contains a section, Priority projects and 

directions of international activity, on internationalization and the theme of 

internationalization is reflected throughout the whole text (2011). 

The document positioned GSEM as a leading higher education unit in in the region 

and its field (Ural Federal University, 2011a, p. 8): “UrFU’s GSEM occupied a leading 

position in regional higher education in the field of economics and management”. The 

document also specified GSEM’s national “recognition by the expert community” (Ural 

Federal University, 2011a, pp. 6-7) by emphasizing that GSEM’s academics actively 

participated in leading research events in Russian economic education and that the academic 

unit became the co-founder of the New Economic Association which unites “leading Russian 

economists and researchers and consolidates the expert economic community of the country”.  

Finally, the academic unit articulated the positioning of the leading business school in 

Russian regions (Ural Federal University, 2011a, pp. 16):  

 

The creation of the UrFU’s Graduate School of Economics and Management is a 

response to the request of the external environment […] where today there is a clear 
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need for a world-class center of economic and management education. […] 

Considering the economic and geographical potential of the Ural region, as well as 

the potential of […] economic and managerial education at USU and UrFU, the 

model of GSEM gains an unprecedented competitive advantage outside the "two 

capitals". 

 

The newly formed GSEM had an ambition to gain notable positioning at international 

level and it communicated this goal through a number of actions. First, the very naming of 

the academic unit was conditioned by the fact that the category “Graduate school” was “much 

more often used to designate an academic unit in many foreign universities and therefore it 

may be much easier for UrFU’s international partner to recognize it” (Ural Federal 

University, 2011a, p. 3). Second, the academic unit wished to develop a research model for a 

business school that was based on the analysis of best practices: “The world experience of 

leading full-cycle university research business schools confirms the success of the integration 

of economics and management in the same academic unit” (Ural Federal University, 2011a, 

p. 11). 

Table 23 presents the speech acts of the GSEM’s Strategic Plan (2011) related to the 

international dimension. Aside from demonstrating the existing capacity, the Plan illustrates 

the vision of the desired positioning: GSEM should become a research business school with 

an internationally recognized brand as a result of receiving leading international 

accreditations, launching double degree programs and establishing a net of foreign partner 

universities with a strong academic reputation.  

 

Table 23 

Speech Acts of GSEM Related to the International Dimension (as of 2011) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired repositioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

1. A few courses have 

been taught in 

English, among them 

a course on IFRS 

taught by KPMG 

(lectures were taught 

by the faculty of 

Griffits College, 

Ireland). A 

cooperation agreement 

with Harbin Institute 

of Technology 

included lectures in 

English (to be taught). 

 

2. Since 2010, two 

double degree 

programs were 

offered: with 

Humboldt University 

(Germany) and Lille 1 

University (France). 

 

3. Several GSEM’s 

faculty members 

attended trainings at 

foreign partner 

universities. 

  

1. GSEM’s faculty 

members published 

mostly in national 

journals and in 

Russian. 

 

2. The main research 

areas were regional 

economic 

development and 

economic 

competencies for 

industrial business.  

 

3. GSEM participated 

in FP6 и FP7 

research projects. 

Research have also 

been carried out 

jointly with 

Michigan University 

(USA), and Karlov 

University, Czech 

Republic. 

 

4. The Russian-

American Institute 

of Economics and 

Business was 

launched.  

Exchange 

agreements were 

signed with 11 

universities, 

including European 

University Viadrina 

(Germany), Leuven 

Catholic University 

(Belgium), 

University of 

Bologna (Italy),  

Telecom Business 

School (France), 

Zagreb School of 

Economics and 

Management 

(Croatia) and 

others. 

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

The key goal was 

achieving a level of 

teaching and learning in 

accordance with 

international standards, 

and namely:  

1. Development of all 

GSEM programs’ 

syllabi in accordance 

with international 

standards. 

2. Increase English-taught 

courses. 

3. Development of double 

degree programs. 

Further search for 

partners in order to 

offer double degree 

programs and academic 

exchanges.  

4. Providing services for 

international students, 

including courses of 

Russian for foreigners. 

5. Support for academic 

mobility for students 

and faculty members. 

The key goal was 

becoming a 

research business 

school with 

competences in 

economics, 

management and 

industrial business, 

and namely 

through: 

1. Development of a 

net of 27 research 

laboratories and 

support for them. 

2. Creation of a 

joint analytical 

research center 

with Moscow 

State University 

and the Ural 

Branch of the 

Russian 

Academy of 

Sciences for 

support in the 

area of strategic 

planning in 

public sector. 

  

  

The key goal was gaining 

international accreditations. 

EPAS was considered as the 

top priority, AACSB and 

EQUIS were the following 

priority tasks: 

1. Membership and 

participation in the events of 

leading organizations in the 

area (EFMD is the top 

priority). 

2. Training of GSEM’s faculty 

members in partner 

universities.  

3. Development of a grant 

system for funding research 

trips. 

4. Creation of GSEM’s own 

fundraising fund 

5. Training faculty members 

and administrative staff in 

English. 

6. Hiring international faculty 

members. 

7. Development of a campus 

(including dormitories) in 

accordance with 

international standards. 

8. Preparing informational 

materials in English. 
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Note. Adapted from Strategic plan of Graduate School of Economics and Management of 

Ural Federal University (GSEM UrFU) for 2011-2016 and up to 2020, by Ural Federal 

University, 2011a, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-GSEM-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

From Table 23 it is possible to infer that GSEM planned to develop its 

internationalization and achieve the target repositioning by adherence to international 

standards. Gaining international accreditations and the development of double degree 

programs were named as the two priority projects. In addition, the status of business school 

within the university and the complex initiatives such as the creation of its own services, 

including international services in the school, characterized a higher intended level of 

GSEM’s autonomy compared to the other UrFU’s academic units. 

Institute of Public Administration and Entrepreneurship (IPAE). In 2011, the newly 

formed IPAE positioned itself as a regional center of education in its subject area and 

declared its desired positioning as an agent of regional modernization (Ural Federal 

University, 2011b, p. 5): 

 

The Institute should become one of the key elements for the modernization of both 

economic and social relations in the region, a generator of new mechanisms of 

interaction between the authorities and society, and should prompt the development 

of economically and socially active groups. 

 

IPAE also communicated its regional role in the mission (Ural Federal University, 

2011b, p. 12): 

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20developement/UrFU-GSEM-Concept.pdf
https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20developement/UrFU-GSEM-Concept.pdf
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[…] ensuring the process of modernization of the Ural region by preparing a new 

generation of leaders and specialists of state and municipal administration, social 

sphere and entrepreneurship, ensuring the activities of authorities, enterprises, 

institutions and organizations with research, consulting and developing modern 

communication, management and social technologies. 

 

The development of internationalization was decisive for IPAE because it was 

considered as one of the key tools for “improving the quality of education and research” 

(Ural Federal University, 2011b, p. 6). The goals of IPAE according to its Strategic Plan were 

closely related to the international dimension and included the integration of leading 

international developments into learning technologies and educational content; the 

development of joint programs, double degree programs, and strategic partnerships with 

foreign universities and research centers; international certification of degree programs. Table 

24 details the speech acts of IPAE’s Strategic Plan regarding its international dimension. 

 

Table 24 

Speech Acts of IPAE Related to the International Dimension (as of 2011)
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

1. IPAE’s faculty 

members 

participated in 

training programs in 

Free University of 

Amsterdam, 

University of 

Twente. 

 

2. Visiting professors 

from Michigan 

University and the 

George Washington 

University taught at 

IPAE. 

 

3. IPAE received 

funding from the 

British Council for 

the development of a 

double degree 

program jointly with 

the University of 

Huddersfield. 

 

4. Development of 

double degree 

programs was 

discussed with 

international 

partners. 

1. IPAE submitted an 

application for 

TEMPUS funding 

with Czech 

Technical 

University in 

Prague and was 

preparing a grant 

application with 

Aalto University. 

 

2. IPAE held a video 

conference and a 

joint research 

project with 

Jonkoping 

International 

Business School. 

 

3. IPAE’s faculty 

members had 

research 

connections with a 

number of foreign 

universities. 

  

  

1. IPAE declared 

relationships with 

partner organizations: 

Institut Europeen des 

Relations publiques 

(France), GUNI, 

CEEMAN, UNESCO. 

 

2. IPAE indicated 

cooperation with more 

than 40 partner 

universities in the 

areas of informational 

exchange, joint 

research and visiting 

lectures.  

 

3. The list of universities 

included Aston 

Business School (the 

UK), Aalto University 

(Finland), Czech 

Technical University 

in Prague (Czech 

Republic), Jonkoping 

International Business 

School (Sweden), 

London Metropolitan 

University (the UK) 

and others. 

The measures in the action 

plan included:  

1. Selection of the main 

directions for academic 

mobility. 

2. Invitation of international 

visiting professors. 

3. Launch of pilot educational 

programs in foreign 

languages and joint 

programs with partner 

universities. 

4. Launch of preparatory 

(including language) 

programs for the adaptation 

of international students. 

5. Development and 

organization of programs in 

English on an ongoing basis. 

6. Development of student 

exchange programs. 

7. Inclusion of international 

partner universities’ modules 

into IPAE’s educational 

programs. 

8. Organization of vocational 

professional programs on 

campuses of partner 

universities. 

Plans of development 

for international 

research and innovative 

cooperation included: 

1. Identification of 

potential partners. 

2. Research of the best 

world experience. 

3. International 

consulting. 

4. Attracting the 

necessary 

international 
researchers. 

5. Becoming an 

intellectual research 

world center, 

including a 

technology transfer 

center. 

  

  

  

  

Plans of internationalization 

development included: 

1. Participation in international 

conferences and exchange of 

experience in the 

development of educational 

programs. 

2. Certification of educational 

programs and obtaining 

international accreditations.  

3. Building a system for the 

search and selection of 

international professors. 

4. Ensuring the international 

quality of educational 

programs via: 

• aligning educational 

programs to international 

standards 

• training of faculty members 

• creation of joint educational 

resources with leading 

foreign universities.  

• franchising of educational 

programs.  

• attraction of international 

companies to the assessment 

of IPAE’s degree programs.  
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Note. Adapted from [Strategic plan of Institute of Public Administration and 

Entrepreneurship, by Ural Federal University, 2011b, 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/Official%20docs/program%20develope

ment/UrFU-IGUP-Concept.pdf). In the public domain. 

 

Table 24 has shown that IPAE devoted substantial attention to some specific aspects 

of its international dimension, such as the development of partnerships with foreign 

universities, the establishment of research centers and hiring of individual academics for both 

purposes of education and research, as well as the alignment of educational programs to 

international standards. IPAE also stated its strategy of pursuing international accreditations 

in its subject area, including CEEMAN. It also had extensive plans for developing English-

taught courses. At the same time, despite IPAE’s ambitious plans, in 2011 the Institute did 

not provide either a detailed action plan or targets of specific international repositioning. 

7.2.1.2 During Project 5-100: Combining Two Storylines. In June 2017, at a 

meeting of the GSEM’s International Academic Council, the GSEM’s Director presented a 

consolidation project for GSEM and IPAE to merge into a SAU (Tolmachev, 2017, private 

communication).  The presentation started with the strategic vision of the newly formed 

SAU’s positioning: global, national, and regional: 

 

Positioning in the world: high recognition of the School on the global market, 

“triple crown” accreditations (AACSB+EQUIS+AMBA). 

Positioning in Russia: the School’s meaningful role in the development of 

Russian industrial regions; the largest school of business and public administration in 

Russian regions (outside Moscow and St. Petersburg). 
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Positioning in Ural and Siberia: the School meets the main demand for 

world-class management education from leading corporations, authorities and the 

business sector. (Tolmachev, 2017, private communication) 

 

The strategy also included five strategic initiatives to focus on: 

 

1. Strengthening positions in the global educational market: obtaining 

international accreditations, internationalization of education, developing 

world-standard international services. 

2. Expert center "The Future of Industrial Territories": doing applied 

research and consulting for the authorities of Russia, CIS and neighboring 

countries, Asia. 

3. Center for Interdisciplinary Research "Industry 4.0": doing applied 

research and consulting for companies. 

4. New programs for the corporate and public sector: providing 

educational programs for large private and public companies, state bodies 

of the macro-region. 

5. Management and entrepreneurial competencies for engineers: 

providing relevant educational programs for students of UrFU’s institutes 

on technical and natural sciences. (Tolmachev, 2017, private 

communication) 

 

High priority was given to strengthening international positions (the project is detailed 

in Appendix M) since this was considered as a comprehensive initiative that was integrated 

into all other initiatives to various extents. The presentation (Tolmachev, 2017, private 

communication) also introduced four key strategic elements and activities: 



301 

 

• entering new markets – international accreditations (highlighted as a key project) 

• international recognition and competitiveness – double degree programs 

• foreign partnership – cooperation agreements 

• international promotion – membership and participation in international research 

and educational consortia 

The presentation also explained that gaining international accreditations was 

considered as a top priority since these would strengthen the academic unit’s reputation and 

motivation for internal change (see Figure 26). 

 

Figure 26   

Benefits of Obtaining EPAS and AACSB Accreditations for GSEM 

 

Note. Adapted from Key changes and strategic initiatives of GSEM in context of creating 

Strategic Academic Unit [Power Point Slides], by D. Tolmachev, 2017. Private 

communication. 

 

The presentation (Tolmachev, 2017, private communication) illustrated the significant 

development in GSEM’s positioning since 2011. First, the SAU consciously articulated its 

positioning on three levels: the world, country, and region. Second, two academic units were 

characterized by similar values and the modified positioning in 2017 was in line with the 
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priorities of both its predecessors which considered pursuing international accreditations as a 

cornerstone of international positioning.  

7.2.1.3 The End of Project 5-100’s Implementation: Enhancement of  onsistent 

Positioning. In 2020, the merger of GSEM and IPAE was completed. The reformed 

academic unit was named Graduate School of Economics and Management in English for the 

purpose of maintaining the international brand. However, it was also translated into Russian 

(and its literal translation is Institute of Economics and Governance). 

In the same year, a draft of the strategy covering the years up to 2025 was published 

on the official website of the academic unit (Ural Federal University, 2020). The document 

articulated the positioning at local, federal and international level. GSEM’s positioning in the 

region and the country was consistent with the previous declarations in 2011 and 2017. 

According to the new Strategic Plan, GSEM occupied “dominant positions in the territory of 

the Urals […]. In general, the estimated share of GSEM on the educational market of the 

Urals is more than 22%, that makes it the largest center of economic education” (Ural Federal 

University, 2020, p. 11) in the region. The national positioning was described as follows: 

 

[…] the main GSEM’s competitors are federal universities located in Moscow and 

St. Petersburg. The location of these universities in the capitals provides them with 

significant advantages, as […] all regions of Russia are a source of potential 

applicants. For UrFU, competition with them is aimed primarily at the retention of 

applicants of the Sverdlovsk region and the nearest regions. (Ural Federal University, 

2020, p. 12) 

 

The document also included a section, Positioning on the global market, which 

consisted entirely of the list of GSEM’s achievements in global rankings and prestigious 
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accreditations indicated in Table 25 (column Existing positioning: speech acts of 

achievements). GSEM’s international positioning, as of 2020, declared that it was  

 

[…] one of the finest Eurasian business schools, shaping the leaders of the 

economy of the future based on international and multicultural educational 

environment, interdisciplinary approach in education, strong relationship 

with leading corporations, excellence in sustainable development of 

territories. (UrFU’s GSEM Strategic Plan, 2020, p. 7)  

 

Table 25 

Speech Acts of GSEM Related to the International Dimension (as of 2020) 
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Existing positioning: speech acts of achievements Desired repositioning: speech acts of goals 

Education Research Development Education Research Development 

During the previous 

five years: 

1. Number of 

international 

partners had grown 

more than three 

times to 55 partners. 

2. Number of 

accredited academic 

partners increased up 

to 60%. 

3. Option of a double 

degree had become 

available for three 

GSEM’s programs, 

number of partner 

institutions increased 

up to four.  

4. Number of incoming 

exchange students 

increased by four 

times; number of 

outgoing students 

increased almost 

twice. 

5. Tuition fees of the 

accredited bachelor 

program increased 

while maintaining a 

high competition. 

  

During the previous 

five years: 

1. Number of 

publications 

indexed in 

international 

citation databases 

had grown 3.5 

times.  

2. Entry and active 

membership were 

implemented for 

the research 

associations in the 

field, including 

RSA (UK). 

3. GSEM launched 

the recruitment of 

postdocs (up to 

three positions per 

year) and young 

international 

scientists (up to ten 

positions per year). 

4. Three out of six 

GSEM research 

journals were 

indexed in Scopus 

and Web of 

Science.  

During the previous 

years: 

1. UrFU improved 

positions in QS:  

#301-400 in Economics,  

#401-450 in Business 

and Management,  

#451-500 Econometrics.  

2. GSEM program was 

recognized as 101+ 

according to QS 

ranking of master’s 

programs in 

management in 2018. 

3. EPAS, ACCA, 

CEEMAN 

accreditations were 

obtained, AACSB was 

underway. 

4. GSEM became a 

member of PRME 

Association. 

5. GSEM held prominent 

positions among 

Russian business 

schools with 

international visibility 

(according to AC 

Expert).  

6. GSEM had been 

systematically 

ensuring international 

services. 

Goals: achieving high 

recognition of GSEM among 

its target audience and building 

a strong brand globally; 

ensuring the match of quality 

of education and international 

standards. 

The following measures to be 

undertaken:  

• Formation of a clear niche 

reflecting the package of 

GSEM’s globally visible 

competencies. 

• Further development of 

double degree programs. 

• International administrative 

services. 

• Development of Online 

Learning Center. 

• Further development of 

educational technologies and 

teaching methods. 

• Elaboration of academic 

staff development program. 

• Development of quality and 

outcomes assurance system. 

• Development of a world-

class PhD program in 

partnership with foreign 

universities. 

• Increasing the share of 

international students by 

15% in 2025. 

Goals: providing 

research competencies 

matching the 

international level in 

the framework of the 

priority areas; creating 

cutting-edge 

interdisciplinary 

knowledge in 

cooperation with 

academic and corporate 

partners. 

The following measures 

to be undertaken: 

• Cooperation with 

leading international 

research and 

educational centers 

and academics in the 

field. 

• Development of a 

system of 

international 

recruitment of 

researchers on a 

competitive basis. 

• Distribution of 

development funds on 

a competitive basis. 

• Bringing the GSEM’s 

research journals to 

international level.  

Goals: strengthening 

positions in the global market, 

development of multicultural 

environment of students and 

faculty for adherence to 

international standards. 

The following measures to be 

undertaken: 

• Obtaining EFMD and 

AACSB international 

accreditations. 

• Creation of a system for 

inviting guest professors in 

accordance with 

international practice. 

• Expanding the academic 

staff teaching in English. 

• Ensuring development of the 

Ambassador program of 

GSEM students. 

• Ensuring the 

commercialization of 

English-taught short-term 

programs. 

• Support the organization of 

international educational and 

research events. 
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Note. Adapted from Main provisions of Strategic plan of Graduate School of Economics and 

Management up to 2025, by Ural Federal University, 2020 

(https://gsem.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/site_15921/staff/common/Osnovnye_polozhenija

_strategii_InEHU_UrFU_proekt__1_.pdf ). In the public domain. 

 

Despite a significant improvement in its positions in global rankings and obtaining 

international accreditations, in the Strategic Plan GSEM admitted that its international brand 

still had a low recognition. This was aggravated by the “complicated continuity of the 

academic units as a result of transformations occurred during the years 2010-2019” (Ural 

Federal University, 2020, p. 29). Thus, increasing the GSEM’s international brand awareness 

was identified as a key goal of the target initiative Strengthening positions in the global 

market. The Institute planned to achieve its objective through seven actions: 

1. International accreditations (EFMD, AACSB). 

2. Development of bachelor and master’s double degree programs. 

3. Internationalization of education (a comprehensive project including a range of 

initiatives from the development of learning methods to the creation of a system of 

visiting professorship). 

4. International administrative services (a complex project aimed at shifting from a 

single-window system to an all-round bilingual services system). 

5. Professional development of faculty members. 

6. System of quality assurance and learning outcomes assessment. 

7. English-taught PhD program in partnership with foreign universities. 

Despite the existing weak international positioning which was formulated in GSEM’s 

Strategic Plan, the goals of the desired repositioning were not evident. It is possible to infer 
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that GSEM aimed at increasing the visibility of its brand and the tools the Institute would 

employ, but it is not clear what unique position the academic unit wished to pursue. 

Lastly, the analysis of GSEM’s website was carried out in September 2021 and 

showed the intentional positioning of the academic unit as one of the leading Russian 

business schools and “a recognised research and education center adhering to international 

academic standards” (Ural Federal University, 2022a). At the same webpage, GSEM outlined 

the following strategic priorities: “high quality of education in accordance with international 

standards, sustainable development, international focus, wide collaboration with the world of 

practice, professional team, and strong research potential”. On the main page of the website, 

the list of the news contains information about new partnerships with high-ranked accredited 

business schools, joint events with foreign universities, online lectures with international 

visiting professors, information about research publications and events in English: short-term 

programs, conferences, workshops.  

The development of GSEM’s international positioning has been characterized by its 

consistency: with small modifications, the academic unit has followed its declared strategy 

and has strengthened its positioning in the region, country and the world through the 

expansion of its international dimension. It is worth mentioning that the positioning of both 

GSEM’s predecessors, which merged in 2019, was based on adherence to international 

standards and was grounded in the benchmarking of leading international practices. By 2020, 

GSEM had already sharply formulated and achieved the desired positioning in the region and 

the country. It also became clear how the academic unit would increase its international 

visibility. At the same time, its international positioning was not unique and did not help 

GSEM to distinguish itself among the leading world business schools.  

7.2.2 Thematic Analysis 
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This section describes how internationalization was repositioned in the case of GSEM 

during Project 5-100 in regard to the contribution of the excellence initiative, rationales, 

strategies of internationalization and services.  

7.2.2.1 Contribution of Project 5-100: two types of outcomes. As regards the 

contribution of Project 5-100, the study participants indicated two sets of outcomes. It is 

worth noting that all study participants positively estimated the impact of the excellence 

initiative. However, they raised some questions regarding the university’s response to the 

circumstances in terms of services (described in section 7.2.2.4). The following outcomes 

were indicated during the discussion of Project 5-100’s contribution.  

First, the study participants noted the strategic outcomes, such as external pressure 

and increased visibility. As an academic noted, “thanks to external pressure, it is much 

easier to make changes” (PL-11). Project 5-100 became the driver for both organizational and 

mindset change. It also transformed the international positioning of the university and 

increased its global visibility: 

 

In principle, I don’t like it when universities focus on excellence initiatives 

too much. But in the case of UrFU, 5-100 is important, and I understand that 

UrFU has to go international. When you think about going to Russia as an 

academic, you firstly think about Moscow and Saint-Petersburg, so 

Ekaterinburg is far far away. And it helped to show that there is a good 

university beyond Moscow and Saint-Petersburg, so it is very important. (IF-

7) 

 

The interviewees who underlined the strategic outcomes of Project 5-100 were project 

leaders and international faculty members. 
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Second, project leaders and domestic academic staff noticed tangible results, and 

namely, development of research and increase in international students. A number of 

study participants noted that participation in Project 5-100 was mostly valuable due to the 

possibility to invite international colleagues to join their research. This could be achieved 

both through the employment of international academics and through short-term research 

trips to Ekaterinburg. As a result of the excellence initiative, study participants also managed 

to attract GSEM’s alumni who had obtained doctorate degrees abroad. Other support 

measures for research, such as incentive payments or travel grants, were also important, but 

to a lesser extent. 

The discussion of the impact on education was limited to the increase in international 

students and English-taught programs taught. A project leader described it as follows: 

 

If we are talking about the period from 2013, there has been a significant 

increase in the number of international students. Moreover, we are talking 

about an increase in the number of countries from which students come. Now 

there are not only exchange students from, for example, the European Union, 

but full-time students in the double degree mode. We have now full programs 

in English […]. There is a significant shift: we are ready to educate students 

who are not included in the Russian-speaking environment at all. (PL-14) 

 

7.2.2.2 Rationales for Internationalization: Shared Values of Academic 

Environment, Different Positions on Economic and Social Reasons. The response to the 

second research question was grounded in the RPE and interview responses of 16 study 

participants, namely six project leaders (including GSEM Director, Vice-Director and the 

person responsible for international affairs), six domestic faculty members and three 
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international academics. While estimating the desired balance of rationales, GSEM’s study 

participants indicated prestige as the key rationale, followed by the academic, economic and 

social rationales (shown in Figure 27).  

 

Figure 27 

Current Balance of Rationales for UrFU’s Internationalization from the Perspective of 

GSEM’s Study Participants  

 

 

 

The RPE sparked a discussion on the interpretation of prestige as a key rationale in 

the current UrFU’s balance. Firstly, a number of study participants linked it to performance 

in rankings: 

 

The launch of the federal Project 5-100 undoubtedly dictated certain 

conditions for work. The very goal of this project [initially] was to enter this 

"top 100". This could not have been done without restructuring internal 

processes to increase internationalization. Such an external factor, of course, 

played as a trigger here, a mechanism for all this to get started. (PL-12) 

6,5
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3,4 Prestige rationale
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Secondly, the interviewees also emphasized the role of international accreditations 

as a factor to increase prestige. However, the difference lay in GSEM’s choice to obtain 

accreditations by itself. The same project leader named the accreditations as “internal” 

rationales and said that normally accreditations focus on quality, while in Project 5-100 UrFU 

was oriented on externally given quantitative goals (PL-12). 

While comparing the influence of Project 5-100 and accreditations for GSEM’s 

internationalization, the academics underlined the high importance of the former for research 

development and the latter for organizational change and development of studies. They 

highlighted the outcomes of each driver: 

 

This [accreditation] is generally a key issue, and it is not only about 

internationalization. It is pressure for us to turn from a local polytechnical 

university. […] When we received the EFMD accreditation, at first there was 

no effect […]. And then they came one after the other. New partnerships, 

double degree programs with KEDGE Business School and Pforzheim 

University of Applied Sciences. (PL-11) 

[…] the main point [of Project 5-100] is the development of research 

within laboratories. It has been very important to hold international seminars 

and have the opportunity to create some new initiatives in the laboratories 

(DF-13) 

 

Thirdly, faculty members understood prestige as academic reputation and the wish 

of colleagues from other universities to cooperate. It was noted that positions in rankings 

improve through the answers to the questionnaires of world university rankings and that 
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academic reputation depended on the quality of education and research in the university. 

Thus, collaboration and, in particular, joint research directly influenced the growth in 

prestige. (DF-16) 

Finally, the RPE also led me to reflect on the division “we-they” in relation to 

GSEM and the university. A faculty member linked it to the difference in values which also 

sparks various interpretations of prestige: 

 

[…] in principle, I see no contradictions. I believe that prestige is important, and 

academic, and socio-cultural reasons [are important], but the problem is the 

interpretation. I think that there is a division between how representatives of the 

faculty and top management interpret certain values in the University environment. 

And it turns out that we find ourselves on opposite sides, because the faculty are 

focused on quality, and the top management is focused on quantity. (DF-15) 

 

When estimating the desired balance of rationales (shown in Figure 28), the study 

participants prioritized them exactly as they had done in the previous case studies (academic, 

prestige, social and economic rationales). However, all rationales received almost equal 

scores. 

 

Figure 28 

Desired Balance of Rationales for UrFU’s Internationalization from the Perspective of 

GSEM’s Study Participants  
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All the participants were convinced that the main priority – academic reasons – was 

extremely important. However, positions regarding the less important priority, the economic 

rationale, were different for project leaders and faculty members. The former ones appealed 

to the very essence of business education: “You can talk endlessly about how good you are. 

But if you are poor as a business school, then something is wrong. We can bring out 

fundamentally different tuition fees for a number of programs” (PL-11). In contrast, faculty 

members did not recognize the importance of economic rationales, which they understood as 

income from educating international students: 

 

UrFU is located still quite far away [from foreign countries]. And we are unlikely to 

become such an international university, like [the name of Russian university], for 

example, which can recruit so many international students. It is unfortunate or 

fortunate, depending on how you look at it. In this sense, economic reasons are 

unlikely to be so important, although, of course, they are undoubtedly useful. (DF-16) 
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The discussion on rationales for internationalization showed that a range of voices 

existed in GSEM. Positions mostly varied during the reflections on prestige and economic 

rationales. However, when the voices merged into a single chorus, all the rationales received 

approximately the same number of points with small differences. The discussion also 

revealed the division between the priorities of the academic unit and the university (“we-

they”) which was articulated by several study participants. 

7.2.2.3 Three Pillars of Internationalization Strategy: Autonomy, Multicultural 

Environment and Quality Assurance. In contrast with the previous case studies, 

discussions on the strategy of internationalization in GSEM did not distinguish between the 

educational and research strategies. Strategic aspects, which were determined as a result of 

the thematic analysis, related to both dimensions. The thematic analysis allowed for the 

formulation of three themes that reflected the guiding principles of the GSEM’s current 

strategy of internationalization. 

Increased Autonomy and Collegiate Environment. Following on from the document 

analysis, GSEM had been striving to meet the international standards of business education. 

Even though GSEM had already achieved the status of a university business school in 

accordance with world practices, the School was pursuing a higher degree of autonomy in 

comparison with the other academic units. As noted during the interviews, this led to the 

construction of its own campus, higher financial and strategic autonomy, as well as increased 

operational control on several key functions through the provision of services within the 

academic unit. The study participants also emphasized that such a level of autonomy led to 

the development of GSEM’s own positioning: 

 

It seems to me that we are completely in tune with the foreign practice where 

university business schools have their own positioning. We don’t refer to ourselves as 
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only GSEM without mentioning UrFU at all. […] But if you look at the practice of the 

best universities, […] there is a university and there is a strong business school within 

it. Therefore, we have our own brand and promote it in a separate sense, especially in 

our professional communities. […] Usually GSEM comes first, then there is UrFU. 

Sometimes it goes the other way around. But we do not hide our brand, that's for sure. 

(PL-12) 

 

The increased autonomy also led to a more frequent use of collegiate decision 

making. Cultivating the collegiate environment had always been an integral part of the 

university culture, but in 2021 there were more collegiate bodies at GSEM than in any other 

academic unit of the university (see Appendix L). Two of these were entirely dedicated to 

specific aspects of the international dimension. The first one, the International Academic 

Council, provided expertise and advice on GSEM’s projects and international recruiting. As 

the study participants described it, all key academic decisions or strategic documents had to 

be approved by the International Academic Council: 

 

Generally speaking, it is now the main expert body that gives free advice to us 

regarding relevant issues. An example is online master’s studies. As soon as Covid 

happened, the school decided to invest into it, but there were so many questions on 

how to organize it. [An expert] was involved, and we got very good feedback. (PL-11) 

 

Another collegiate body, the Commission of Internationalization, was launched in 

2020 in order to approve international partnerships. Conversations regarding the creation of 

such a collegiate body had existed for five years, but GSEM felt a strong need for it after the 

merger was completed: 
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The commission was created as a response to our merger with IPAE. And we needed 

a commission that would explain why we can or cannot become partners with a 

foreign business school. The core of the GSEM’s team has always shared all these 

values. Therefore, there was not even a need for any commission like this before the 

merger. (PL-11) 

 

The study participants also noted that their participation in the collegiate bodies 

allowed them to experience administration of research and education more in-depth. An 

academic noted that being part of a committee which allocated incentive payments for 

publications in highly ranked journals allowed them to see the outcomes and growth of 

research. (PL-14) 

The study participants took an unanimously supportive position in relation to the 

higher autonomy and the process of the collegiate environment in the academic unit. Project 

leaders noted that the higher level of autonomy helped to influence the decision-making 

processes and faculty members spoke about their experience of promptly resolving issues that 

would otherwise take much more time (see section 7.2.2.4 for more details about services). 

Multicultural and Interdisciplinary Environment. Another principle that GSEM 

pursued was the creation of a multicultural and interdisciplinary environment. The very first 

steps towards interdisciplinarity were taken in 2014 when the academic unit started to hold 

regular interdisciplinary workshops in English and invited international academics. An 

international faculty member spoke about these workshops as an opportunity “to provide 

some guidance to young researchers” by promoting the research activity (IF-7). 

After the merger of GSEM and IPAE in 2019, the academic unit created a school that 

was focused on the development of interdisciplinary research. It was GSEM’s response to the 
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model of University 2.0 when most of UrFU’s academic units had been divided between the 

School of Bachelor Studies and the School of Graduate Studies. Rather than dividing its 

schools in this way, GSEM left the existing schools and additionally created the School of 

Management and Interdisciplinary Research. The newly formed unit gathered two academic 

departments and most of the research units at GSEM, as well as specific services (see 

Appendix L). A project leader described the idea of this school as follows: 

 

The idea behind the creation of this school is to make it an experimental platform for 

nurturing greenfield projects, products and services oriented to the global market. 

They are tested at the initial stages, and then grown to such a level that they begin to 

bear fruit and income. And even as regards business processes it is an experimental 

platform for us. (PL-12) 

 

The project leader also noted that the newly formed school also allowed for the testing 

of a different management system with its own Deputy for Education and Academic Director. 

These figures were responsible for international communication and, among other duties, the 

positioning of the school on the global market. 

The second part of the guiding principle was the creation of a multicultural and 

international environment in the academic unit. Once again, GSEM transformed UrFU’s idea 

to create English-taught programs for international students only, and decided to offer 

English-taught programs to both international and domestic students. The study participants 

also explained the importance and priority of student exchange schemes for GSEM: 

 

Twenty to ten full-time students plus fifteen more, for example, exchange students in 

a group of one hundred people completely change the picture of the program. They 
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force the teaching staff to develop the courses and everything, everything else. 

Internationalization is first of all communication with the bearers of the same values. 

And it is precisely the strengthening of this exchange at all levels: teachers, students, 

scientists, management, of course, staff, and so on. (PL-11) 

 

The faculty members also described how it was the idea of creating international 

groups that changed the way of educating students. The academic staff articulated two 

positions: the first group focused on the changes in teaching and noted that standing in front 

of international students “disciplines myself. For some reason, in front of them, it becomes 

uncomfortable for me to do something not on time or explain something not so clear.” (PL-

14) The second group of faculty members underlined that the environment and 

communication style in international student groups changed:  

 

Sometimes we were so immersed in the communication process, discussions, 

solving some cases, that for a moment I lost the feeling of where we were at all. 

Like we were somewhere outside of Russia. We were not tied to a specific 

culture. I asked the students and they said that they had very similar feelings. It 

seems to me that in any case this has a positive effect on the student environment. 

(DF-15) 

 

At the same time, following the idea of creating international groups of students had 

some drawbacks for faculty members. Some of the academics told that sometimes it was still 

rather challenging to teach in English despite years of practice (PL-14): they mentioned 

difficulties in adapting the program to students with various backgrounds and the challenge 
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for domestic students to study in a foreign language (DF-13). In addition, they pointed out 

possible misunderstandings during classes due to cultural differences: 

 

It was a surprise to me when my students told me that some things, like the 

Communist Party, did not exist [in the Russian context] […]. It was completely 

unexpected. I had to introduce such kind of regional and geographic information 

into the course. In any case, since we write the formulas, these formulas are used 

to analyze social processes. (PL-16) 

 

The study participants were also concerned about the fact that a small number of 

people were driving internationalization, while other faculty members were not involved in 

any international activities and did not wish to be. The interviewed academics believed that 

they belonged to the first group, and considered a lack of involvement as a serious barrier for 

further developments in internationalization: 

 

The number of involved people increased, conditionally, from a few persons to 

several dozens. These are the people who maintain research contacts at a high 

level and publish in good journals. This allowed us to step over the bar to which 

we have been standing for many years, and enter the QS subject rankings. I think 

it will take us a few more steps, but then we will hit the bar that cannot be crossed. 

(PL-11) 

 

The positions of the academics on the potential actions for the integration of more 

colleagues into international activities can be divided into three groups. According to the 
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first, only a change of mindset could help. A project leader spoke about the potential 

solutions in accordance with this position: 

 

I think that the long-term strategy should be […] a departure from such an 

opinion: “Why do we need all this international at all?". It should be a transition to 

a model where we understand that we ourselves can do a lot of things and are 

open to international cooperation and, what is most important, are ready to do it 

efficiently. There should be some kind of advanced training program for teaching 

staff, for example. Probably, it should be dedicated to modern educational 

technologies and other best practices. (PL-12) 

 

The second group of academics believed that GSEM needed to find different reasons 

and solutions. Faculty members suggested that potential reasons could be a large workload, a 

lack of understanding of how to begin or the language barrier. An academic also noted that, 

aside from creating the conditions to overcome the above-listed reasons, these problems 

could gradually be solved by hiring younger people (DF-16). 

Finally, according to the third position, people’s activity depended on their 

personalities. A faculty member believed that the opportunities to be included in any 

international initiatives were open to everyone. The only factor that could help boost 

involvement would be the increased participation of more people in collegiate research 

projects since, for example, publications were the result of collaborations: 

 

In my opinion, many faculty members are just passive and the argumentation 

about time and so on is not always well-grounded. We are all in the same 

conditions. There is no such thing as someone who works to a greater or lesser 
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extent. This is the motivation of people, although it was supported in our 

university, including by funding. (DF-15) 

 

GSEM stated the value of developing a multicultural and interdisciplinary 

environment in the academic unit. In order to pursue it, GSEM modified the suggested 

strategic initiatives at university level. It created a school that was entirely focused on 

interdisciplinary research instead of dividing the academic unit into several schools of 

bachelor and graduate studies. It also launched regular interdisciplinary research workshops, 

targeted programs in English for both domestic and international students and became the 

first UrFU’s academic unit to offer English-taught programs for undergraduate studies. These 

developments led to a number of challenges, such as the attempt to involve the majority of 

faculty members into international activities. 

Quality and its Assurance. During the interviews, the study participants often 

addressed the matter of quality in various contexts: double degree programs, exchange 

agreements, teaching and learning, research. Thus, ensuring quality and building a quality 

assurance system became a separate theme during the analysis and the third principle of 

GSEM’s strategy of internationalization. According to the newest GSEM Strategic Plan 

(2020), one of the key goals of its strategic initiative Strengthening positions on the global 

market was the development of a quality assurance system and the assessment of learning in 

accordance with international standards (p. 26). During the interviews, the participants 

focused on a few specific principles and articulated three complementary positions.  

According to the first one, the quality of internationalization is the only way to 

follow the mission. The academic unit considered a further development of quality assurance 

as an investment into the positioning of its degree programs and clear career prospects for 

graduates. The study participants also noted that the most important target indicator was the 
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successful performance of graduates on the labor market. (PL-12) At the same time, it was 

stated that when this principle was grounded into specific actions, it required additional 

efforts: 

 

[…] we need internationalization to grow qualitatively, not just quantitatively. 

And we need this to be embedded in the minds of all stakeholders. It is not easy. 

For example, students take part in an exchange program […]. They remember 

about it only through social networks and new friends. But it is also important to 

understand that this experience gives a certain advance in the career, and we need 

to learn how to use it. This would be a qualitative outcome. And the same for 

other aspects as well. (PL-13) 

 

Secondly, study participants noted that the enhancement of quality requires 

resources and it is time-consuming. When discussing the possible developments for the 

increase in the quality of the international dimension, study participants repeatedly addressed 

the matter of time. They maintained that the university and GSEM are investing in the 

development of prestige and quality, but the return on the investment is yet to come (DF-14): 

 

In general, the most important thing that is needed for internationalization, as for 

many things, is just time. Of course, Project 5-100 brought a lot of things that have 

spurred on and accelerated. But the culture of communication, the connections […] 

cannot be obtained in one day, in a week, in a year, and so on. (DF-16). 

 

They also noted that the enhancement of quality requires both financial investments 

and human resources and it was defined as “a rather laborious process” (PL-12). Finally, 
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quality is considered as a system. The study participants sustained that, from their 

perspective, on occasions UrFU attempted to “fill the gaps” when it proposed international 

initiatives and it responded to emerging challenges instead of building a stable system based 

on the overall communication style of the university. (DF-15). GSEM wished to overcome 

this through the development of quality assurance in accordance with best practices. (PL-12) 

The study participants positioned quality as an integral part of their strategy of 

internationalization based on adherence to the international standards of business education. 

They also realized that the development of quality meant continuous improvements, 

systematized work and resources that the academic unit was ready to allocate for this 

purpose. Thus, three core principles of GSEM’s strategy of internationalization, which were 

addressed by the study participants, fostered increased autonomy and collegiate environment, 

the development of a multicultural and interdisciplinary environment and the enhancement of 

quality assurance following international standards. 

7.2.2.4 International Services: from Student Exchange to Serving all Groups of 

Stakeholders. The principle of increasing its autonomy led GSEM to the development of its 

own services, including academic activities, career development and alumni relations, 

marketing and public relations, fundraising and business education. The establishment of the 

international services can be traced back to early 2010, although its dynamic development 

had already started after the launch of Project 5-100. As one project leader described, active 

steps towards developing international services started in 2013 because at that time their lack 

of had become clear. Until 2016, “there was a stage of manual configuration – almost 

everything was in a manual control mode” (PL-12). Then, most processes became 

automatized and the number of involved staff increased. As of 2021, at GSEM there is now 

an International Affairs Office and managers of international activities in several research 
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units. GSEM pursued the idea of creating an international office that would complement the 

services offered by the university and boost the development of the academic unit:  

 

We try to do our best to divide the functions: if there is something at university level, 

for example, the enrollment of international students, then, of course, we leave it to 

the university. Everything related to international employees, both full-time and 

visiting, is our prerogative, just as mobility programs, our partnerships, and other 

functions. (PL-12) 

 

As it occurred in the other academic units, the theme of the services markedly 

highlighted the detachment of the academic unit and UrFU in the positioning of the study 

participants. This led to a great degree of loyalty of the domestic academics to GSEM 

services (“we”) and lack of understanding of the university international offices’ work 

(“they”). The speech acts regarding the GSEM’s international services expressed satisfaction 

with their performance: “There are those people in our own GSEM’s service who can really 

do something and solve problems” (PL-15); “We mostly settle queries with 

internationalization thanks to the GSEM’s International Affairs Office. This autonomy in the 

academic unit moves us ahead” (PL-14); “I would not say that we are close to an ideal 

situation with GSEM’s services […], but we were often even ahead of what the university 

was doing with some services […] filling in the gaps” (PL-12). 

However, the positions of domestic academics regarding the university services were 

divided into two groups. One group was displeased with the current system of services due to 

the following reasons: first, they noticed an unexpected redistribution of duties from the 

university to the academic unit. As study participants noted, this led to an increase in the 

academic unit’s functions and load: 
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-  

Now there is a trend towards the redistribution of functions and an increase in the 

responsibility of institutions. That means that, with an increase in student flows, the 

support from the university does not increase proportionally. […] Probably, one day 

they will have everything sorted, but at the moment it is a process of restructuring and 

transformation. (PL-13) 

 

Second, disorientation in subordination and responsibilities was observed. The 

study participants stated that it was difficult for them and students sometimes to understand 

which international office would be responsible for a specific duty: “The fragmentation of the 

efforts of the units exist within international relations regarding various issues […]. I see 

inconsistency.” (PL-14) 

Another group of study participants believed that university services initially were not 

expected to deal with each and every matter of the academic units: “I think that the university 

resources for solving the problems of specific academic units is, of course, limited. There is 

no way to dive deeply into the problem and solve it”. (PL-15) 

Finally, most international faculty members stated a position of high satisfaction with 

the level of the services. In addition, they underlined the continuity of the services between 

the academic unit and the university as a result of the existing system of coordinators for 

international employees: “Everything is very well organized. Several times I had some 

problems with the financial department, but that was solved” (IF-10), “I was never 

disappointed, the administration is very cooperative” (IF-8).  

However, the participants stated that the language barrier still existed in the university 

(IF-10). The existing system of coordinators for the international faculty was not perfect as 
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sometimes the interviewees had to deal with technical issues or cooperate with colleagues 

who were not fluent in English (IF-9).   

The development of GSEM’s own services was expressed by study participants as an 

imperative for following the strategy closely. GSEM’s own international services were 

repositioned from an office that dealt with international mobility for a limited number of 

students and faculty to an assemblage point that solved the issues of a significant part of 

educational programs and research centers and supported the promotion of various activities. 

It took ten years for GSEM to manage the repositioning in the minds of the academic staff, 

but the academic unit was faced with the new challenge of increasing the number of 

international academics and the need to provide bilingual access to all its services.  

7.3 Summary of the Main Findings 

This section summarizes the findings of the case study of the UrFU’s Graduate 

School of Economics and Management. 

7.3.1 Development of International Positioning: Combining Two Storylines with Similar 

Values  

This section summarizes the findings of the document analysis illustrating the 

evolution of the international positioning in GSEM during the years 2011-2020. The 

development of the academic unit’s positioning during the indicated period of time is 

illustrated in Figure 29. 

 

Figure 29 

Evolution of GSEM’s International Positioning 
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In 2011, both GSEM’s predecessors stated their desired repositioning based on the 

pursue of international accreditations. They had already achieved elements of international 

positioning through the partnership with foreign universities, double degrees with European 

universities, participation in global research and membership to international associations. 

They also positioned themselves as leading research and educational centers in their subject 

areas. GSEM already demonstrated its increased autonomy by being a university business 

school and having developed its own services, including the International Affairs Office. 

The merger of GSEM and IPAE into a SAU according to the university model of 

transformations started in 2017 and was completed in 2019. In 2017, two units had already 

formulated their joint intentional positioning in the region, country and the world. They had 

also illustrated that the modified positioning was in line with their previous strategies and 
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priorities. The development of the international dimension and adherence to international 

standards were considered as the key elements of GSEM’s positioning. This storyline was 

strengthened by 2020 with the development of a new academic partnership, double degrees 

and accreditations by EFMD, CEEMAN, ACCA and the process of obtaining the AACSB 

accreditation.  

The distinctive feature of GSEM’s positioning was its consistency from 2011 to 2020. 

The school also did not discard any of its predecessors’ storylines and, on the contrary, used 

them for strengthening the positioning after the merger. The academic unit also focused on its 

international positioning. Two years prior to the final merger of its predecessors, GSEM 

considered internationalization as a top priority and realized that the strengthening of the 

international dimension would bring unique positions to the leading international business 

school in Russia, far from Moscow and St. Petersburg. At the same time, the document 

analysis showed that there was still a possibility to improve the school’s positioning by 

highlighting exclusive studies or research competences that did not emerge at the time of the 

present study.   

7.3.2 Repositioning of Internationalization: from Exclusive Option to Inalienable 

Dimension of Academic Life 

This section describes the key findings from the RPE and thematic analysis based on 

the interviews with study participants from GSEM. It provides the answer to the second 

research question according to the following dimensions: rationales, research and educational 

strategies of internationalization and services. The analysis also illustrated how the individual 

positions of academics shaped the picture of the repositioning of internationalization during 

Project 5-100.  

7.3.2.1 Rationales of Internationalization: Opposite Positions on the Economic 

Side. The aggregated picture of rationales given by the GSEM’s study participants was 
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almost identical to the two previous cases. Prestige was indicated as the main rationale in the 

current situation, and the academic rationale was the first priority in the desired balance. 

However, in the case of GSEM, such a distribution of priorities was explained by the study 

participants as a consequence of both Project 5-100 and international accreditations. 

The interviewees held two positions regarding the economic rationale: the first group 

believed that it was not a priority and the university should care more about the academic and 

social rationales. The second group of participants believed that the financial situation was an 

indicator of being a successful business school and, thus, GSEM had to seek more funding 

for its international projects. The study participants also emphasized that the rationales were 

strictly related and the development of one dimension influenced all others. 

7.3.2.2 Strategy of Internationalization: Consistent Adherence to International 

Standards. In the case of GSEM, it was not possible to divide the strategy of 

internationalization into the research and educational dimensions since the academic unit 

implemented a comprehensive strategy of adherence to the leading international standards in 

its subject area. The key factors which influenced GSEM’s strategy were the requirements of 

the EFMD and AACSB accreditations for the educational dimension and Project 5-100 for 

the research one. Despite the decisive impact of both accreditations and excellence initiative 

for the development of the business school, the study participants indicated Project 5-100 as 

an external pressure which mainly focused on quantitative indicators, while accreditations 

were considered as the academic unit’s internal choice which drew the highest level of 

attention to quality. The study participants listed three principles of GSEM’s strategy which 

repositioned internationalization in the academic unit: 

1. Increased autonomy and collegiate environment. This principle allowed GSEM 

to create its own international services and system of recruitment for international 
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academics, as well as leading to the creation of its own campus and higher 

financial and strategic autonomy.  

2. Multicultural and interdisciplinary environment. Following this principle, 

GSEM did not divide the academic unit into schools of bachelor and graduate 

studies. On the contrary, it only separated the School of Management and 

Interdisciplinary Research which became an experimental unit for nurturing 

programs and projects oriented to the global market. It also followed the idea of 

offering internationally oriented programs in English and Russian for both 

domestic and international students.  

3. Quality and its assurance. Study participants positioned quality as an integral part 

of the school’s adherence to international standards of accreditations and strategy. 

They also highlighted that the development of quality implied continuous 

improvements, systematical work and financial and human resources.  

Following the listed principles, the study participants described how 

internationalization was repositioned from an option for a limited number of students and 

faculty at the beginning of the 2010s to an integral part of academic life for the whole 

community of the business school by the end of Project 5-100. 

7.3.2.3 International Services: from Academic Exchange to Diversified Services. 

GSEM launched its own International Affairs Office several years prior to the beginning of 

Project 5-100. Initially, the office focused on mobility programs only, but after 2013 its 

operational area increased and covered a significant part of international activities by the end 

of the excellence initiative: strategic planning in the area of internationalization, services for 

international and domestic students and faculty, informational support and international 

marketing, international events, bilateral environments in the campus, development of 

international partnerships, international accreditations. The GSEM’s study participants 
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repositioned the international services from a support tool for a selected group of students to 

a resource that helped them move their educational and research projects ahead and give 

support to various groups of stakeholders. At the time of this study, the academic unit was 

facing the new challenge of providing bilingual access to all its services. 

While the study participants were satisfied with the level of services in the academic 

unit, they identified some disruptions in the university international services. The division of 

“we-they” in response to the university administrators, described in the previous case study, 

was also shared by the interviewees of GSEM. The study participants observed that the 

university services were undergoing changes and part of the duties was redistributed to the 

academic unit. Their positions varied from criticism to sympathy for the high volumes of 

work in the university and the inability of the academic units to deal with every inquiry or 

request. 

In conclusion, GSEM developed its repositioning of internationalization in 

accordance with the definition of de Wit et al (2015, p.29). The academic unit developed the 

vision of its internationalization, and strategically and intentionally followed it. Although 

GSEM’s study participants realized that further steps should be made towards the chosen 

concept of internationalization, they also realized that GSEM was on its way towards 

reaching it. The study participants talked about the integration of international and 

intercultural dimensions into a wide range of initiatives connected with education, research, 

services and quality assurance of all GSEM activities. They also considered the development 

of the international dimension as a tool to increase GSEM's contribution to society and 

considered the value of internationalization for a variety of stakeholders in the academic unit 

and the university. Following its strategy and repositioning of internationalization, GSEM 

was accredited by EFMD program accreditation twice by 2021. It also obtained CEEMAN 

and ACCA accreditations, and began its path towards the AACSB accreditation. In 2019, its 
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master’s program in International Management entered the QS ranking of masters in 

management. Also, UrFU occupied position #51-100 in QS World University Rankings by 

Subject in the area of Social policy & Administration, as of 2021 (Quacquarelli Symonds, 

2021). 
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8 Analysis of Findings and Conclusions 

In this chapter I summarize the overall findings of the present research. The chapter 

begins with a comparative analysis of the process of internationalization of UrFU and its 

three academic units under the implementation of Project 5-100 within the framework of 

positioning theory. In the chapter I address the following research questions: 

In what way has participation in Project 5-100 strengthened the international 

positioning of Ural Federal University and its three academic units? 

How has internationalization of research and education at Ural Federal University 

and its three academic units been re-positioned during Project 5-100 with regard to 

rationales, research and educational strategies and services? 

The section continues with a discussion on how the findings corroborate previous 

studies on the internationalization of higher education under excellence initiatives and the 

useful application of positioning theory. In addition, they underline the contribution that the 

present research makes to the field. Then, I propose a few recommendations for good practice 

and I provide some overall conclusions based on the above-mentioned analysis and my 

personal professional background. The chapter ends with a description of the practical value 

of this research and suggestions on further directions of analysis. In this chapter, I decided to 

use the metaphor of sport in order to express the competitive nature of the process of 

internationalization during Project 5-100. 

8.1 Strengthening of International positioning: Entering the World Championship 

When discussing the strengthening of international positioning in GSEM, it is worth 

remembering that according to positioning theory, both self-positioning and other kinds of 

positioning may take place (van Langenhove & Harré, 1999). In my research, I focused on 

self-positioning and investigated how UrFU and its three academic units positioned 

themselves during the years 2011-2020. I also described the elements of other positionings 

which illustrate the reasoning of self-positioning, such as positions in rankings, international 



333 

 

accreditations, double degree partnerships with foreign universities, winning places for 

students in international competitions and others.  

UrFU became the object of this study since it is a regional university providing higher 

education in the Ural Federal District. In the first UrFU Strategic Plan, which was developed 

after the merger of two key regional universities, internationalization was understood as the 

way of “attracting international students, teachers and researchers” (Ural Federal University, 

2009, p. 6). However, UrFU’s mission already implied an increase in international 

competitiveness when the university joined Project 5-100 in 2012. The university stated its 

desired repositioning: become a world-class university and leader in natural sciences, 

engineering and humanities according to the rankings of global educational and research 

higher education institutions (Ural Federal University, 2021c). 

By the end of Project 5-100 in 2020, UrFU positioned itself as “a world-class 

university in the heart of Eurasia committed to the complex and sustainable development of 

research and teaching” (Ural Federal University, 2022c). The self-positioning was based on 

entering a number of international rankings (see Appendix I), including top-100 universities 

in three QS subject rankings. It was also based on 5.9 times increase in publications in 

journals indexed in international databases in 2013-2020, increase in quality of publications 

(54% of papers in Q1 and Q1 journal), increase in number of international students up to 14% 

by 2020 and a significant increase in other performance indicators which are described in 

section 4.5. 

The investigated academic units have also transformed their international positioning 

during participation in the excellence initiative as shown in Figure 30. Each academic unit, 

which became a single institute by the end of Project 5-100, initially consisted of two 

predecessors. As a result of various transformations prompted by UrFU’s participation in 

Project 5-100 and named University 2.0, the institutes were merged between 2016 and 2019 

into a single academic unit. The positioning of UrIH, INSM and GSEM in 2011 was analyzed 
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by also adding the storylines of their two respective predecessors. Despite the six 

predecessors having different starting conditions described in their strategic plans, in 2011 

they had all declared their positioning in the university and the region, they had demonstrated 

some national visibility and elaborated specific elements of international positioning. 

 

Figure 30 

Evolution of International Positioning at the Studied Academic Units 

 

 

All the academic units also declared their goals of international repositioning. GSEM 

and IMCS articulated a more detailed vision compared to the others, but each academic unit 

focused on its international repositioning in their 2011’s strategic plans. The previous 

academic units described the following storylines in relation to their positioning: 

• Institute of Social and Political Sciences. ISPS represented the leading academic 

unit in the university in terms of international cooperation in the area of education; 
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however, the lack of competences prohibited the production of globally recognized 

research. 

• Institute of Humanities and Arts. IHA had stable positions in the region and 

country; research international connections at the level of research units existed, 

but did not lead to the production of a significant number of international 

publications. 

• Institute of Natural Sciences. INS was positioned as a research-oriented academic 

unit with the ability to produce internationally visible research and train students 

for the global labor market. 

• Institute of Mathematics and Computer Sciences. IMCS positioned its degree 

programs as competitors of the ones belonging to the top Russian universities and 

trained students for the global market. It was also oriented towards the 

development of an international environment. 

• Graduate School of Economics and Management. GSEM declared the 

importance of following international standards, started its path towards 

international accreditations by creating their own international services and 

launching double degree programs. 

• Institute of Public Administration and Entrepreneurship. IPAE articulated the 

importance of international certifications and accreditations and developed its 

international research and educational connections. 

During Project 5-100, the academic units were in process of or they had completed 

the mergers of their predecessors. The academic units had already significantly strengthened 

the quantitative indicators of their international dimensions at that time and they reflected it 

in their modified Strategic Plans. The transformed institutes also updated their storylines and 

international positioning. UrIH, formed as a result of the merger between ISPS and IHA, 

developed degree programs targeted at international students and aimed at producing 
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internationally recognized research. The institute declared its desired repositioning as a center 

of international education in the region and a platform for international research 

communication. Its storyline developed both the promotion of international education at ISPS 

and the production of internationally recognized research at IHA. 

In contrast, INSM was entirely committed to the positioning of INS and rejected the 

storyline of Institute of Mathematics and Computer Science. INSM positioned itself as a 

research academic unit that was carrying out research in partnership with international 

organizations and foreign universities. The degree programs in the academic unit were 

promoted by stressing the numerous benefits of carrying out research in the INSM’s 

laboratories. The desired positioning included the further development of the research 

dimension, while the internationalization of educational programs was excluded from the 

objectives. The academic unit articulated its desired position as a prominent research center 

in four thematic areas. 

Finally, GSEM did not have to choose between storylines since both its predecessors 

shared the same values of matching international standards. The academic unit made the 

international dimension the cornerstone of its positioning not only in the world, but in the 

country and region as well. GSEM realized that being an international business school 

located outside Moscow and St. Petersburg gave it a unique position in the country.  

The last point of document analysis was in 2020, which was the year Project 5-100 

ended. The academic units reconsidered their international positioning for the third time 

either on their websites or in their strategic documents, as in the case of GSEM. UrIH became 

the academic unit with the largest number of international students at UrFU, a wide range of 

programs in English and Russian offered to international students, and it declared its self-

positioning as a diverse community of students, professors and researchers where classical 

education meets the needs of contemporary society and responds to global challenges (Ural 

Federal University, 2022d). The academic unit highlighted that its research centers conducted 
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large research projects jointly with Russian and international colleagues and provided 

information about them.  

INSM developed the chosen storyline of a research-oriented academic unit which 

occupied the position of an absolute leader in UrFU in 2020 in terms of publications cited in 

international databases (23% among the whole number of publications in the university), the 

numbers of citations and cited publications (Germanenko, 2021). The academic unit declared 

its recognition in the international academic community and its participation in prominent 

international research projects. It also continued the promotion of its research-oriented degree 

programs and noted that the integration of these two dimensions ensured the competitiveness 

of its graduates on the global market.  

By 2020, GSEM also consistently developed its chosen line of positioning. The 

academic unit obtained the EFMD accreditation for the third time, as well as CEEMAN and 

ACCA accreditations, and started its journey towards AACSB accreditations. It also 

significantly developed its partnership with accredited international business schools in 

Europe and Asia, and launched several new double degree programs. It articulated its 

positioning as one of the finest Eurasian business schools nurturing an international, 

multicultural and interdisciplinary community. 

In terms of positioning theory, the case studies have illustrated two key implications: 

firstly, the theory allowed me to show how various academic units may develop their 

international positioning differently during the same period of time and in the same context 

participation in Project 5-100. The transformation of positioning in UrIH represents a case of 

repositioning from a regional education-oriented academic unit to an international institute. 

This highlights the educational and research dimensions in its positioning. The case of INSM 

has shown how the declining part of its storyline helped to tailor the existing historical self-

positioning. GSEM represented a case of intentional positioning and has shown how a 
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regional business school may occupy a unique position in the country by developing its 

international dimension within one decade. 

Secondly, the comparative analysis of the case studies illustrated that despite the 

academic units choosing different ways of developing their international positioning, this was 

evolving in a similar way due to timeframes dictated by Project 5-100 and the internal 

initiatives of UrFU. It also showed that, due to participation in the excellence initiative and 

the strengthening of the international dimension, the academic units increased their national 

visibility. 

8.2 Repositioning of Internationalization: From an Elite Game to Everyday Workout 

8.2.1 Rationales for Internationalization: Driven by the Race Cup 

While estimating the prioritization of rationales for internationalization during the 

interviews, the university leadership indicated prestige and academic reasons as the key 

drivers, while middle managers nominated the economic rationale as the top priority. On the 

contrary, university top managers assigned the least number of points to it, as Figure 31 

illustrates. As both groups of study participants explained during the interviews, their 

responses were based on the positioning of Project 5-100. According to the Vice-Rectors, 

university prestige was strictly related to Project 5-100 and the change in the way of thinking 

about competitiveness that the excellence initiative caused. The middle managers explained 

that internationalization was impossible without funding, and noted that funding for 

international activities became available since UrFU joined Project 5-100. 

 

Figure 31 

Current Balance of Rationales at the University Level 
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Opposite estimations were also given by the university leadership and managers of 

international offices as regards the desired balance of rationales. The former nominated again 

prestige as the top priority and increased its scores, while they assigned the same scores to all 

other rationales. During the interviews, the Vice-Rectors explained that growing prestige 

pushes all other rationales forward as well. The middle managers once again gave a different 

estimate (as shown in Figure 32). 
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Figure 32 

Desired Balance of Rationales at the University Level 

 

 

Figures 31 and 32 show how the leadership and middle managers positioned the 

internationalization of the same institution and their vision of the ideal prioritization of 
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they noted the pivotal role of Project 5-100 for the internationalization of UrFU. 
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Figure 33 

Current Balance of Rationales According to the Academic Units 

 

 

All the academic units were also unanimous about their desired balance prioritization 

which was rather different from the university management’s opinion and closer to the 

middle managers’ perception (as shown in Figure 34). The study participants from the 

academic units indicated that, in an ideal situation, the academic rationale is the most 

important while the economic one is the least important of all. It is also worth noting that the 

estimations proposed by the academic units’ staff are based on a higher number of 

participants’ scores compared to the university, where only the vice-rectors and middle 

managers were able to participate. 
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Figure 34 

Desired Balance of Rationales According to the Academic Units 
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despite the fact that university leadership, middle management and study participants from 

the academic units gave three different estimations of the rationales of internationalization, 

all their responses were based on the key role of Project 5-100 for UrFU’s 

internationalization. As the interviews showed, the difference in responses resulted from their 

position towards the excellence initiative. University leadership and representatives of the 

academic units positioned Project 5-100 as a driver to increasing prestige and, thus, gave the 

highest scores to it during the estimation of the current balance. The university international 

office managers positioned the excellence initiative as a source of funding for their activities 

and, therefore, nominated economic rationales as their first priority. The only exception 

among the study participants who estimated Project 5-100 as the key driver for 

internationalization were the faculty members of GSEM: they believed that in their case 

P   Prestige     cademic rationale E   Economic rationaleS   Social rationale

E 3,3

S 5,1

P 5,3

  6,3

Ural Institute of Humanities

E 3,4

S 5,0

P 5, 

   ,3

Institute of Natural Sciences and

Mathematics

E 4,4

S 4, 

P 5,3

  5,5

Graduate School of Economics and

Management



343 

 

international accreditations were as important as UrFU’s participation in the excellence 

initiative.  

Secondly, the prioritization of the desired balance in the academic units, which were 

independent from each other, was identical. The exercise illustrated the similar positions as 

regards the rationales of internationalization and the similar values assigned to the academic 

rationale across the studied academic units. It also showed the importance for the study 

participants of UrFU’s prestige since they understood it as academic reputation and the 

international recognition of the university in the world. 

8.2.2 Choice of Strategy: Play to Your Strengths 

The strategy of UrFU in relation to internationalization was not drafted in a separate 

document. At the same time, its aspects were integrated into various sections of the university 

strategic documents during the years under investigation: before Project 5-100 (2011), during 

(2015-2017) and at the end (2019-2020). The same applied to the academic units with two 

exceptions: GSEM elaborated a Policy of Internationalization which did not include a list of 

specific actions, but proclaimed the principles for internationalization. In addition, an INSM’s 

predecessor, the Institute of Computer Science and Mathematics, included a specific section 

on the development of internationalization into its Strategic Plan (2011). Thus, this section 

was based on the analysis of the institutional context, the document analysis of Strategic 

Plans and official websites, and the thematic analysis of in-depth interviews with study 

participants. 

8.2.2.1 Ural Federal University: Consistent Game Plan for Research, Rule 

Modification for Education. The strategies of internationalization in UrFU were different 

for the research and educational dimensions. The research strategy was constructed around 

the idea that the funding needed to be allocated the group of units on a competitive basis and 

this was aligned with the general principle of Project 5-100. According to this, around 70 

centers of excellence were created in UrFU and represented three types of units: centers of 
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competences (large research units which required expensive equipment), laboratories 

(middle-sized research units with in-progress developments) and research groups (newly 

formed small research units). Funding from Project 5-100 allowed the centers of excellence 

to purchase equipment, organize research trips, hire domestic and international researchers 

with PhD degrees, and conduct conferences and workshops. The project-oriented structure of 

centers of excellence allowed the unit to gather academics from various academic 

departments, academic units and even foreign countries.  

The strategy was aided with the creation of a system of support measures for 

individual researchers. These included linguistic support for publications, incentive payments 

for publications in high-ranked journals and performance-based contracts of employment. 

The listed measures were available for both researchers from the centers of excellence and 

faculty members from other units. 

Finally, activities to increase the competences of faculty members complemented the 

strategy of research development. These included allocation of funding for the training of 

faculty members and research visits, employment of international leaders for laboratories and 

research staff across the whole university, and the development of an English-taught 

postgraduate program. As a result, implementation of the strategy resulted in the following 

measurable outcomes in 2013-2020:  

• 7 times increase from 0.7 to 4.9 in publications over five years per faculty member 

for those indexed in Web of Science and 5.6 times increase from 1.0 to 5.8 for 

those indexed in Scopus (Koksharov, 2021);  

• 12.5 times growth from 1.1 to 13.8 of the average citation rate in Web of Science 

per faculty in over five years (Koksharov, 2021); 

• 24% of all publications co-authored with international scholars (837 in absolute 

numbers) in 2020 (Germanenko, 2021); 
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• 16.7 times growth in number of international faculty members (from 0.3 to 5.0%) 

according to the data of Monitoring of effectiveness in higher education institutions 

in Russia. 

Apart from the quantitative results, the strategy led to an overall increase in the 

quality of publications: 

• In 2020, 1,734 faculty members published in international journals, 521 

researchers published in journals indexed in Russian databases, and 1,272 teachers 

had no publications. 

• 37% of all academics received incentive payments for publishing in international 

journals with Project 5-100’s funds, among other sources.  

• Number of publications in Q1 and Q2 journals increased up to 47% in 2020 (28% 

in 2012). 

As it emerged from the interviews, the strategy also changed the attitude of faculty 

members towards doing research, cooperating with international colleagues and publishing in 

international journals. As the university participants noted, the change of attitude occurred 

even in those academic units which did not believe they could carry out internationally 

recognized research before Project 5-100 due to limited areas of expertise. The participants 

also noted that UrFU academics began to think strategically regarding their publications: 

doing internationally recognized research was repositioned from an outstanding achievement 

to an academic life routine both in the university and the academic units. The interviewees’ 

main concern was that there was still a potential number of faculty members who could be 

involved in doing research and publishing it internationally. 

The strategy for the university’s internationalization of education was different from 

the research one. Initially, UrFU decided to follow the same principles of allocating funding 

to selected receivers. Master programs in English were created in mass across the academic 

units. However, the majority of these programs were terminated and the study participants 



346 

 

provided two main reasons for this: firstly, most programs were created based on the existing 

competences in specific areas of knowledge and were not grounded in a thorough analysis of 

the educational market. As a result, only 35% of English-taught programs met the 

international demand. The second reason was UrFU faculty members’ lack of skills in 

teaching in English. The university created a language center where faculty members could 

learn a foreign language, but for many of them it took years to be able overcome the language 

barrier. 

When UrFU’s leadership realized that English-taught programs would not lead to the 

expected result, the strategy was changed towards attracting students to Russian-taught 

programs. The university developed the Foundation program where international students 

could learn Russian for a year and prepare for the admission to Russian-taught programs. 

UrFU also cooperated with national organizations of international students’ recruitment 

(Rossotrudnichestvo) and recruiting agencies. By the end of Project 5-100, UrFU achieved its 

goal, and the majority of students were enrolled in Russian-taught bachelor programs. The 

university also developed several double degree programs which resulted in an increase in the 

number of international students. The strategy was successful and the number of international 

students at undergraduate and master’s programs increased up to 14.0% among UrFU’s 

student body in 2020 from 836 to 4219, according to Monitoring of effectiveness in higher 

education institutions in Russia. Thus, the university kept focusing on attracting full-time 

international students, but changed the way to achieve this goal. As a result, the university’s 

internationalization of the educational dimension was repositioned during Project 5-100 from 

teaching in English to teaching to multinational groups of students in both Russian and 

English. 

Finally, one more outcome of the chosen strategy and repositioned 

internationalization was discussed in the thesis, that is, the combination of the regional and 

international dimensions (see section 4.7.1.3). The analysis showed that the increased extent 
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of internationalization not only was not in conflict with UrFU’s commitments of a regional 

university, but rather it contributed to their strengthening. Since its creation via the merger of 

two institutions in 2009, UrFU positioned itself as reference point for growth in the region. 

Increased internationalization during Project 5-100 became a driver of this process and added 

significant benefits for the positioning of the institution in its region.  

8.2.2.2. Ural Institute of Humanities: Team Synergies. UrIH entered Project 5-100 

with faculty members sharing the same position as regards the research produced by the 

academic unit: it was not internationally visible. At that time, internationalization was 

understood mostly as the development of international connections. However, as the 

interviews showed, participation in Project 5-100 changed this attitude as a result of the 

support received by the university. This happened due to the implementation of a general 

strategy of internationalization at UrIH which aimed to create international enclaves of 

degree programs and research units. The academic unit took the following action: UrIH 

developed five English-taught master programs; each of them was closely connected to a 

research unit which focused on the relevant topic. The activities of degree programs, short-

term programs, research journals and research units were integrated with each other and 

brought by synergy effect in terms of use of equipment, international connections, editing 

journals and other. 

In addition, UrIH hired world-class academics as heads of the research centers and 

recruited international faculty, including postdocs, to boost the development of laboratories 

and degree programs concurrently. The creation of such enclaves also allowed UrIH to 

elaborate its unique positioning in the field. By 2020, UrIH positioned itself as an 

internationally recognized research center with competences in four areas. These are listed in 

Table 26. 
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Table 26 

UrIH’s International Enclaves 

Area of 

competences 

Research units Journals Degree programs 

Socio-cultural and 

historical 

factors of 

society 

adaptation to 

changes 

• Laboratory for Comparative 

Studies of Tolerance and 

Recognition (headed by Dr. 

Martin Van Gelderen) 

• International Demographic 

Unit (headed by Dr. Gunnar 

Thorvaldsen) 

Changing Societies & 

Personalities (Q3 in 

Cultural Studies) 

• International 

Human 

Resource 

Management 

• Neoindustrial 

Design 

 

Russian language 

and Russian 

culture 

 

• Laboratory for Research and 

Conservation of Cultural 

Heritage 

• Laboratory of 

Archaeographical Studies 

Quaestio Rossica (Q1 in 

Literature and Literary 

Studies, History, 

Cultural Studies) 

Problems of Onomastics 

(Q2 in Lingusitics and 

Language, Q3 in 

Communications) 

Real Studies in 

Real Russia 

Philosophical and 

political 

analysis of the 

communities of 

modern Eurasia 

Laboratory for Studies of 

Primary Sources (headed by 

Dr. Marie-Pierre Rey) 

 Political 

Philosophy 

 

Neurocognitive 

developmental 

research and 

neurotechnolog

y of online 

learning 

 

• Laboratory of Brain and 

Neurocognitive 

Development 

• Laboratory of 

Neurotechnology 

 

 Cognitive 

Neurosciences 

 

 

At the time of this study, UrIH moved to the fourth place among all UrFU’s academic 

units in terms of number of publications in journals indexed in Scopus and Web of Science 

databases. During Project 5-100, the institute started to issue three journals which were 

indexed in Q1, Q2 and Q3 quartiles of the same international databases. UrFU occupied 

position #245 in QS World University Rankings in the Broad Subject Area “Arts & 

Humanities” in 2021, as well as other positions in specific QS subject rankings-2021 

(Quacquarelli Symonds, 2021): #51-100 in Hospitality & Leisure Management, #101-150 in 

Philosophy and more positions in other subject areas that belonged to UrIH’s area of 

expertise (listed in Appendix I). Thus, internationalization in UrIH was repositioned from the 
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development of international relations to international recognition of education and research 

and becoming a platform for international communication.  

8.2.2.3. Institute of Natural Sciences and Mathematics: All Bets on Research. 

After the merger of two academic units into INSM, the institute focused on the development 

of research internationalization and, thus, extended the strategy of INS to the whole newly 

formed unit. All English-taught programs were terminated and the number of university 

services for international students decreased. At the same time, INSM had constantly been 

developing teaching and learning practices by updating the content of courses in accordance 

with cutting-edge research findings. The academic unit was positioning its degree programs 

by inviting students to exploit the opportunities of doing research during their studies. 

The academic unit focused entirely on the development of its international dimension 

through research. INSM supported the existing research interests of its project leaders. The 

strategy of internationalization was explained by faculty members as a “natural flow of 

things” and was growing as a result of the need for international cooperation in order to 

collect and analyze data, as well as present the implications of the studies. The academic unit 

provided administrative services for its research units, hired international research leaders and 

faculty members, created a reserve that allocated funding for research trips on a competitive 

basis. It also established the highest number of centers of competences which in turn became 

the recipients of Project 5-100’s funding: more than 30 of its research units received funding 

from the excellence initiative. The study participants also emphasized the supportive and 

collaborative environment that was fostered in INSM in order to develop its research and 

educational programs. 

The focus on internationally recognized research allowed INSM to strengthen its 

positioning as a leading research unit and achieve significant results by 2020, according to 

QS subject rankings (Quacquarelli Symonds, 2021): Mathematics #201-250, Material 

Sciences #301-350, Natural Sciences #386. At the same time, the developments of its 
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predecessor, IMCS, were not implemented and paled into insignificance, as described in 

section 8.1. The academic unit entered Project 5-100 with a desire to develop both the 

international dimension of its research and education. However, after choosing only one 

storyline from its predecessors, internationalization at INSM was repositioned towards doing 

internationally recognized research.  

8.2.2.4 Graduate School of Economics and Management: Major League as a 

Model. The key factor that defined GSEM’s strategy was adherence to the international 

standards of business education and joining the community of accredited business schools. 

Document analysis illustrated that both predecessors of GSEM shared the same ambition to 

obtain international accreditations in their subject areas: EFMD and AACSB for Graduate 

School of Economics and Management and CEEMAN for IPAE. Initially, GSEM’s 

predecessors linked internationalization to the development of cooperation with foreign 

partner universities, selected international research connections and opportunities of 

academic exchange. During Project 5-100, GSEM made internationalization the cornerstone 

of its activities and built its strategy around the development of its international dimension. 

GSEM’s strategy consisted of five strategic initiatives with the key one named Strengthening 

positioning in the global market. GSEM also integrated aspects of internationalization into 

four other initiatives dedicated to executive education, online studies, research and campus 

development. When the interviewees estimated the role of Project 5-100, they noted that 

while the development of education was mostly influenced by the standards of business 

education accreditations, the research dimension was driven by the requirements of the 

excellence initiative. 

The thematic analysis defined three themes that reflected the core principles of the 

GSEM’s strategy of internationalization, namely fostering increased autonomy and collegiate 

environment, development of multicultural and interdisciplinary environment and providing 

quality assurance in accordance with international standards. The increased autonomy took 
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the form of administrative services in the academic unit (international, career, management 

offices, center for research support), elaboration of a GSEM policy of internationalization and 

career development, development of relations with specific international partners and 

exchange program available only for GSEM’s students, as well as a separate campus and 

others. Apart from benefitting from the university brand, the school aimed at strengthening its 

own brand worldwide and having its own informational campaign. The collegiate 

environment was sustained by collegiate decision-making bodies, including two in the area of 

international development: the International Academic Council for strategic decisions and the 

Committee for Internationalization for the approval of new academic partners.  

The multicultural environment was ensured across the degree programs as a result of 

GSEM modifying the initial university strategy in order to create English-taught programs 

specifically for international students. In addition, from the very beginning of Project 5-100 

GSEM positioned all its degree programs for both domestic and international students. It also 

supported a multidisciplinary approach at its research events and created the School of 

Management and Interdisciplinary Studies as a platform for nurturing projects and services 

oriented to the global market. Quality assurance was understood as the continuous 

improvement of education, research and services and was in the process of being elaborated 

according to international standards at the time of the present study. 

Following its strategy, GSEM received the EFMD accreditation twice by 2021. It also 

obtained CEEMAN, ACCA accreditations and was underway to receiving the AACSB 

accreditation. Its master’s program in International Management entered the QS ranking of 

masters in management in 2019. Three degree programs in GSEM offered the opportunity to 

obtain a double degree with accredited partner universities, and the academic unit increased 

its partnership with foreign institutions from less than 10 in 2013 to more than 60 universities 

from Eurasia, North and South America. In 2021, UrFU achieved position #51-100 in QS 
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World University Rankings by Subject in the area of Social policy & Administration 

(Quacquarelli Symonds, 2021). 

From the very beginning of the studied period, GSEM’s predecessors were aware of 

the importance of international standards for their strategies. At the same time, initially 

internationalization was positioned as an option for a limited number of stakeholders in the 

academic unit and was mainly linked to cooperation with foreign universities (academic 

exchange, double degrees) and specific research connections. By the end of the studied 

period, internationalization was repositioned as an integral part of the academic life for the 

whole community of the business school. Figure 35 illustrates how three academic units 

chose various strategies and repositioned internationalization in the way that fit them 

appropriately. 

 

Figure 35 

Strategies of Internationalization of UrFU and Three Academic Units 

 

 

The study on the internationalization strategies of UrFU and its three academic units 

led to the following implications: first, it has shown by sharing the same external driver of 
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change and university strategy, the academic units have adapted their own 

internationalization strategies and have managed to become successful and achieve 

significant results in the international dimension. These include the internationalization of the 

student body, production of internationally recognized research, international accreditations. 

Second, it has demonstrated that even in these circumstances and with a centralized 

university position on the international dimension, each academic unit managed to develop its 

own positioning of internationalization based on its strategy. Third, it has proved that each 

unit participating in the excellence initiative could not follow the suggested university 

strategy without adapting it to their own unique features. For example, INSM tried to offer 

programs for international students in English, but had to terminate them and focus on the 

internationalization of research. Similarly, the Graduate School of Economics and 

Management modified the suggested organizational model and created the School of 

Management and Interdisciplinary Research instead of dividing the bachelor and master 

programs into separate schools. 

8.2.3 Services: Buffer Capacity of the Academic Units  

Ural Federal University. In accordance with the existing organizational structure, the 

international services at UrFU (student recruitment and ongoing support, services for 

international faculty members, linguistic support for research, international protocols, 

partnerships and academic mobility and other) are branched and subordinated to four Vice-

Rectors. Such a system of subordination led to a variety of opinions on university 

international services and, through a broader lens, on the desired model of 

internationalization. When this topic was raised during the interviews with the university 

administrators, the emerging positions were three-fold: 

1. Most of university administrators believed that the system could be improved with 

specific actions: translation of documents into English, further development of 

bilingual campus, etc. 
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2. A few international office managers adhered to a complex approach that was close 

to the concept of comprehensive internationalization (Hudzik, 2011). 

3. One university administrator declared that the internationalization of the physical 

campus was no longer crucial, and the university should focus on the development 

of international online programs. 

Ural Institute of Humanities. The services in the academic units were organized in 

various ways and, at the time of the present study, UrIH had no unit or person responsible for 

the international services. The support for international students and faculty members was 

provided by the university services and UrIH’s domestic academics. With a very few 

exceptions, the domestic study participants from this academic unit declared dissatisfaction 

with the existing system of services and noted its inefficiency. The domestic faculty members 

also noted that they hardly understood the system of responsibility for the university 

international services. They also stated that sometimes it was difficult to solve an issue in the 

university due to the high workload of the colleagues in UrFU’s international offices. The 

most frustrating position was taken by the project leaders during the group interview: they 

explained that Project 5-100 and the increased international activities led to a significant 

increase in paperwork and the need for providing services, but the project leaders did not 

have the appropriate resources to deal with them. The interview showed that UrIH’s study 

participants had a need for international services and organizational support, but could not 

influence the university system and, thus, were frustrated at the existing constitution of 

services. 

Institute of Natural Sciences and Mathematics. The services for INSM’s 

international students were provided by the university only. The academic unit explained this 

with the fact that most international students at this academic unit came from CIS countries, 

and thus, the provision of services for non-speaking Russian students was not a pressing 

matter. At the same time, the academic unit offered its own support for research activities: 
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this was provided in order to create comfortable work conditions and maximize the 

opportunities for INSM’s academic staff to carry out international research. Such services 

were described with a positive attitude by INSM’s study participants. However, while INSM 

did not have its own services for international students and faculty, domestic academics also 

had to deal with them with the support of UrFU’s international offices. INSM domestic 

interviewees again mostly criticized the branched structure and the necessity to request 

support from various offices. The domestic study participants at INSM strongly detached 

themselves as staff members of the academic unit from the university services as Figure 36 

shows. The same detachment emerged during conversations in each academic unit, but was 

particularly marked in INSM. It did not appear in the speech acts of international faculty 

members.  

 

 

Figure 36 

Positioning of the University Level from the Perspective of Domestic Academic Unit 

Members 

 

 

              

         

    

          

       

               

      

           

             

           

                

      

                  

                     

         

             
                 

                   

                

               



356 

 

Graduate School of Economics and Management. GSEM had been developing its 

own International Affairs Office for over ten years. Initially its own services were focused on 

academic exchanges only, but after 2013 the responsibilities of the office expanded and came 

to cover a significant part of international activities by the end of the excellence initiative. 

They included strategic planning in the area of internationalization, development of 

international partnerships with foreign universities, services for international and domestic 

students and faculty members, international marketing, ensuring bilateral environments in the 

campus, holding international events and managing international accreditations. 

The GSEM’s domestic study participants were satisfied with the support provided by 

the academic unit and noted that the existence of their own services allowed them to quickly 

deal with the raising issues of the international dimension. They also stated that the university 

services were under transformation at the time of this study and part of the duties was 

redistributed to the academic unit. The positions in relation to university services varied from 

criticism to understanding the high volumes of work occurring in the university. At the same 

time, all GSEM’s study participants occupied proactive positions regarding the services as 

they could influence their development in the academic unit and could count on the support 

they needed. It was important that GSEM’s study participants repositioned international 

services from providing support for a selected group of students to the resource that 

supported various groups of stakeholders and helped them develop their educational and 

research projects. 

Furthermore, it was interesting that international faculty members across all the 

studied academic units were mostly satisfied with the level of administrative support. They 

did not distinguish between the services provided by the academic unit and the university. 

However, faculty members from UrIH and INSM, who had previously studied at UrFU, rated 

the support for teachers higher than for students. 
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On the one hand, the study of services illustrated that only the development of the 

academic unit’s own international services led to satisfied positions among the academic 

community. On the other hand, after the number of international students and faculty 

increased, the services became an additional load for domestic faculty and led to their 

dissatisfaction, as the case of UrIH showed. This issue became the most prominent for UrIH 

since the international services were positioned in the academic unit as the university’s full 

responsibility. The lack of services in the academic unit also made communication with the 

university services more complex as the case of INSM illustrated. Thus, the optimal way to 

ensure satisfaction and proactivity of their faculty members was to position international 

services as a partial responsibility of academic units. Such positioning also decreased the 

contradiction “we-they” between domestic faculty and UrFU’s offices. 

The overall findings in the present section dedicated to rationales, strategies and 

services have illustrated that internationalization was repositioned in both university and the 

academic units from a number of specific activities, that had little connection with each other 

and were mostly dependent on the initiative of individual university staff, to an integral part 

of daily academic life of the UrFU’s academic members and administrators. The significant 

shift was made towards the definition provided by de Wit et al. (2015, p. 29). First, the 

integration of international, intercultural and global dimensions became an intentional 

process. Second, the university laid the ground in order to make the international dimension 

available for its community and has been involving more students and staff into international 

activities. Third, UrFU made a huge step towards rethinking its previous role and discovered 

that the regional and international dimensions are complementary, and that 

internationalization helped the university to make a meaningful contribution to society and 

the region, in particular. 

The centralized repositioning of the university’s internationalization did not interfere 

with the academic units, which manifested it in their own ways. Each of them adapted to the 
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given external driver, elaborated a specific strategy and, as a result, repositioned 

internationalization as the international recognition of education and research in UrIH, doing 

internationally recognized research in INSM and adherence to international standards of 

business education accreditation in Graduate School of Economics and Management. 

8.3 Contribution to the Field 

8.3.1 Studies of Internationalization and Excellence Initiatives 

Excellence initiatives became a common tool for national governments to develop 

higher education across the world. Undoubtedly, this has led to a research interest into the 

assessment of its results from various perspectives. Previous studies have addressed this topic 

from the perspective of strategic university restructuring and measuring the added value of 

excellence initiatives (Pruvot & Estermann, 2015) and investigating potential spillover effects 

of an excellence initiative (Kampkoetter, 2016). Other have employed a comparative analysis 

of productivity and efficiency of participating and non-participating universities in the 

excellence initiative (Gawellek and Sunder, 2016). 

Scholars have widely evaluated the growth in research productivity, for example, as 

regards the Chinese excellence initiatives (Yang & You, 2017; Yufang, 2017; Zhang et al., 

2013; Zong & Zhang, 2017). Ma and Yue (2015) performed a comparative analysis on a 

student survey in 39 universities in terms of internationalization level. Researchers also noted 

the high impact of excellence initiatives on the internationalization of universities (Rui, 2014) 

and the changed they brought to faculty life and academic culture (Rhoads et al., 2008). 

The implementation of Project 5-100 also sparked attempts to analyze its 

performance. The majority of related studies are dedicated to the estimation of the research 

performance of the participating universities (Baker, 2018; Matveeva et al., 2021; Poldin et 

al., 2017) and found that publication activity of 5-100 universities has increased dramatically 

and in particular on reputable journals. Other authors suggested measuring results through 
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alumni employment (Gurtov et al., 2014) or a combination of performance indicators 

(Donetskaya, 2014; He, 2020; Kliucharev & Neverov, 2018; Polykhina, 2014).  

As excellence initiatives are often aimed at improving the competitiveness of national 

higher education institutions globally and increasing the positions of their participants in 

world rankings (Salmi, 2009), they are criticized for several aspects. First is a lack of 

attention to teaching within the context of excellence schemes. The majority of initiatives 

focus more on research rather than teaching (Salmi, 2016a) since the most influential 

university world rankings assign more weight to research indicators than educational ones 

(Altbach, 2012).  

Another aspect is the fact that the more universities become high-ranked, the more 

this adds selectivity to their admission process, and the fewer equal opportunities for 

unprivileged students are detracted (Salmi, 2016a). Sending funding only to a small group of 

universities also creates elite and leads to gaps between participants of excellence initiatives 

and other national institutions (Baker, 2020). Other critical points include the decrease in 

university diversity as more and more institutions aim to enter the same rankings. In addition, 

there is a lag of corresponding governmental reforms and bureaucratic requirements which 

leads to the universities to create parallel tracks in order to create a positive environment for 

their star academics and research units, which work separately from the rest of the university 

(Salmi, 2016a). Last but not least, excellence initiatives can pose a threat to the loss of 

research quality or specific processes in the race for metrics (Baker, 2020). 

Thus, there is a consistent number of studies dedicated to measuring the effectiveness 

of excellence initiatives, as well as discussing their harmful consequences. Meanwhile, Salmi 

(2016b) noted that even if a correlation was found, a series of in-depth case studies would be 

required. From this perspective, the present research gathers new insights from several 

perspectives. First, the research filled the existing gap in case study analysis of higher 

education institutions at the level of academic units in the context of a Russian excellence 
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initiative. The analysis showed that even though they were acting in the same institutional 

context under the same excellence initiatives circumstances, the academic units managed to 

adapt different strategies to achieve their KPIs which were not necessarily aligned with REI’s 

vision and existing developments.  

 The research illustrated three types of strategies which worked for the participating 

academic units.  

Second, the present research depicted the transformation of the institution and its 

three academic units not from a perspective of tangible quantitative indicators, but from the 

self-positioning of universities and the perceptions of UrFU’s members regarding the 

development of the international dimension. This allowed to study how study participants 

from the same institution and academic units may perceive participation of their university in 

an excellence initiative and position internationalization and its rationales in different and 

even opposite ways. The study also generated some explanations for the reasons of such 

positions as a result of positioning theory, which is described in section 8.3.2. 

Third, the study showed how a gap in services may take place during such a rapid 

internationalization, as was the case at UrFU. It also illustrated the role and fundamental 

importance of international services at the level of academic units. Since there were no 

official international services in UrIH and limited services were available in INSM, the 

domestic faculty members and staff themselves provided these services additionally to their 

main jobs, as the academic units had to deal with a flow of international students and 

employees.  

 Moreover, the research described the type of reaction and attitude which the 

additional workload brought to domestic academics in those academic units.  

The study led to results that could be useful for institutions and academic units 

participating in similar national projects worldwide, as well as for governments initiating 

excellence initiatives. It showed a possibility of rapid internationalization, but also illustrated 
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which hidden obstacles an institution and its academic units could meet on their path towards 

achieving it.  

8.3.2. Application of Positioning Theory 

Initially I planned to apply positioning theory on the individuals and use the oral 

speech from the “constant flow of everyday life” for the analysis (van Langenhove & Harré, 

1999). Over time, I extended the application of positioning theory to the organizations and 

even nations since researchers found that “the primary medium of interactions is discursive” 

on other levels of analysis as well (Harré, 2009). 

In recent years, positioning theory has widely been applied to the area of education 

and, in particular, studies in higher education (Barnes, 2004; Green & Whitsed, 2012; 

Ritchie, 2002; Whitsed & Volet, 2013). Zelle (2009) also found that positioning theory could 

contribute to the analysis of organizational change and employed it in the context of 

Australian higher education policy. The author hypothesized that it was possible to combine 

positioning theory at various levels of analysis: people, institutions, and societies or micro, 

meso and macro level. In my study, I illustrated the possibility to implement positioning 

theory and showed how this research may combine the use of positioning theory on three 

levels, namely, university, academic units and individual study participants.  

I also applied the theory from a two-fold perspective. First, I used the official strategic 

documents as discourse and showed the evolution of international positioning of the 

university and each academic unit during Project 5-100. Second, I used the study 

participants’ interview data for the thematic analysis and demonstrated how a range of 

individual voices merged into a chorus of positions and formed the picture of 

internationalization repositioning in three academic units. Finally, it is important to note that 

it was possible to achieve some findings only as a result of the application of positioning 

theory. For example, as regards the first research question and the study of the impact of 

Project 5-100 on international positioning, the idea of storylines allowed me to think about 
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the international positioning of academic units as a dynamic and evolving construct, and thus 

estimate the impact of each academic units’ predecessors on the development on those 

storylines. It also helped me to build the storylines based on speech acts – excerpts from the 

official documents of the academic units and UrFU. 

As far as the second research question and the search for repositioning of 

internationalization are concerned, I managed to formulate the positions of my study 

participants and academic units despite them being, on occasions, implicitly formulated in the 

documents or interviews. Such positions became clear due to the application of positioning 

theory to the document and thematic analyses. 

8.4 Recommendations  

In this section I provide several recommendations following my in-depth experience 

into internationalization of UrFU as a result of my PhD research and professional 

background.  

8.4.1 International Positioning 

UrFU and the studied academic units have made a significant progress towards the 

development of their international positioning during Project 5-100. The main 

recommendation concerning further repositioning is to continue searching for the uniqueness 

of each academic unit since it is this uniqueness that could help formulate the international 

positioning.  

The study participants described how they were regularly performing an exercise on 

self-positioning during ordinary strategic sessions with the external facilitators which were 

held during Project 5-100. They also noted how such sessions helped them to focus, realize 

their advantages and become more ambitious as regards goals of further development. It is 

important to continue this practice of collegiate strategic thinking because the current self-

positioning does not answer the question: “What makes our university/academic unit unique 

globally?”. If the answer to this question cannot be found among existing research and 
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educational competences/connections with partners/uniqueness of services, then the question 

could be reformulated as follows: “What repositioning, grounded on the existing capacities, 

would distinguish UrFU and its academic units among higher education institutions across 

the world?”. These questions are fundamental for understanding why international students 

would like to enroll in the institution or why faculty members would wish to join the 

academic team of the university aside from their personal connections with colleagues from 

UrFU.  

Furthermore, it would be valuable to remember that the university has now a one-of-

a-kind combination of locations in one of the key industrial regions in Russia, partnerships 

with a large number of local enterprises and World corporations, as well as internationally-

oriented research units and many degree programs. During the interviews, some study 

participants perceived online education as a way to overcome the distance between UrFU and 

the international community, thus it would be important to take into consideration that 

international positioning could help to further promote UrFU’s online education. The second 

step after determining the desired repositioning would be an Action Plan for the university 

and its academic units; the Action Plan would ensure the necessary resources and services 

matching the desired repositioning.  

8.4.2 Rationales and Strategy of Internationalization 

On the one hand, the analysis of the prioritization exercise showed that there were 

gaps in the understanding of both current and desired rationales for internationalization 

among UrFU’s management – i.e., UrFU’s middle management and UrFU’s leadership – and 

within the academic units, with the former showing a much wider gap. On the other hand, a 

similar position on rationales was shared by the three academic units. Thus, there is a 

possibility that the position of UrFU’s leadership was not clearly articulated to the academic 

staff and faculty members. The latter gave their assessments on the basis of the actions 

carried out by UrFU and the speeches associated with them, and not based on the university 
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strategy of internationalization (which, at the time of this research, was not presented in a 

separate document).  

The university leadership’s clear articulation of the institutional strategy of 

internationalization and, in particular, its rationales, should become the first important step. 

Cooperation on the development of such a document with all key university stakeholders 

would expand the perception of internationalization as being not only a tool for achieving 

prestige or economic outcomes, but also as a bearer of values. In addition, the drafting of a 

document would help position internationalization similarly across the university. It is worth 

remembering that cooperation for the creation and further modification of the strategy could 

become a space for academics from various academic units to reflect on the matter of 

internationalization, articulate the challenges they face and exchange their progresses with 

colleagues. It would also give the university administrators a broader perspective on the 

academics’ positions in relation to various aspects of the international dimension. 

The case of GSEM shows that internationalization becomes a vital part of 

organizational culture only when it is considered from the standpoint of inherent values and 

the meaning that it carries, not only when it is perceived as a tool to achieve other goals. This 

position does not form quickly: indeed, it took nine years for GSEM to move from a tool-

attitude to incorporating the values of internationalization, and, as the interviewees noted, 

there is still a room for further improvement in this regard. At the same time, this happened 

as a result of a decisive position of the academic unit’s leadership which was supported by a 

group of heads of academic departments and degree programs which resulted in consistent 

speech acts and actions. 

Consequently, the second step is to regularly estimate whether the declared values and 

strategy of internationalization are understood and shared by the university community. Thus, 

the rationale prioritization exercise could be used frequently in order to check whether the 

values of internationalization and the vision are shared by various groups of university 
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employees. It could also become part of the wider quality assurance process in the area of 

internationalization at UrFU and its academic units. 

8.4.3 Services 

The study participants from the academic units expressed concerns regarding two 

aspects of the university services: (1) the branched system of international services was often 

difficult to understand, and (2) complexities in communication with their colleagues due to 

their high workload existed. Addressing the first one, it would be helpful to formulate a 

UrFU’s official position on each aspect of the international services (student recruiting, 

foreigners’ employment, campus internationalization, teaching in English, etc.) in an official 

strategic document. Also, a revision of the various offices’ duties and a consideration of how 

they could optimize work would also bring about a synergy effect and help not to 

dramatically change the system. An example of a possible optimization is the Buddy system. 

It could be expanded from a service for international students only to providing support for 

international faculty as well. Thirdly, it is important for UrFU to formulate its official 

position regarding the quality assurance of international services. 

The second point – misunderstanding and complexities in communication with 

university services – could be addressed by elaborating a guide on international services 

targeted at domestic faculty members. UrFU has drafted a comprehensive guide for 

international students, but the interviews showed that domestic faculty members have also 

become active agents of UrFU’s internationalization. The faculty members also need a 

document that would clearly specify the responsibilities of each international office and 

describe in what situations domestic faculty members could receive support. It would be 

valuable to include a description of all procedures that domestic faculty members in academic 

units should follow in case they: require linguistic support, need to suggest an international 

partnership between UrFU and abroad universities, organize an international event or invite 

their colleagues to visit the university, need to know the contact persons for each of these 
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issues and other relevant aspects. This would make the procedures of the international offices 

transparent and clear for domestic faculty members, as well as simplify communications and 

decrease the division “we-they” between academics and university international managers. 

One more document, which would be useful to develop, is a university guide for 

international faculty members. At the time of the present study, GSEM had already 

developed such a guide and this could be expanded, for the purposes of all faculty members, 

across the university with appropriate changes. Despite the fact that international faculty 

members stated that they were satisfied with the level of services, they described unexpected 

situations when they did not know who could provide further support apart from their 

personal coordinators. Such a document would also simplify the work of the coordinators of 

the international faculty members who could have the possibility to receive responses to 

common questions in advance and address them quickly if needed. It is worth making the 

effort to ensure that both guides reach the addressees and both domestic and international 

academics know where to obtain the necessary information. 

After the thematic analysis, it also became clear that the domestic academics of UrIH 

experienced the lack of services supporting international students and faculty members. The 

academic unit became the leader in terms of number of international students, but still did not 

offer its own services at the time of this study. This made most faculty members dissatisfied 

with the lack of support which they had to provide themselves. The development of an 

international office in UrIH could help eliminate this problem and decrease the dissatisfaction 

of UrIH’s academics with the university services. 

The INSM’s study participants were mostly satisfied with the existing services 

supporting research activities in the academic unit. On the basis of the thematic analysis only, 

it seemed that there was no need for organizing any additional services in the unit. At the 

same time, it is worth remembering that this study did not examine the opinions of 

international students regarding satisfaction with the services. It would be valuable for INSM 
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to conduct such a survey in order to obtain a well-rounded understanding of whether any 

further international services should be organized. 

8.5 Concluding Remarks and Directions for Further Research: Timing Matters 

During a group interview, a study participant said: “There is only one problem with 

our internationalization. It is time” (DF-16). Project 5-100 provided new financial 

opportunities for UrFU and stimulated a change in the way of thinking about global 

competitiveness. It repositioned internationalization as a regular process when it had been an 

exception before. It allowed the university to significantly improve positions in global 

rankings, as well as a number of qualitative and quantitative indicators. In addition, the 

excellence initiative set clear time boundaries.  

Transformations and internationalization take time. We cannot quickly change the 

consciousness of people, but we can gradually try to involve them into internationally 

activities and constantly develop the environment. There are no quick results in this regard, 

but systematic work could bear fruits. When I was carrying out the present research, I 

considered the journey of UrFU towards its ideal model of internationalization as a way to 

achieving this. A part of this path had been already covered; the last leg of the journey still 

had to be walked. Even when a university achieves its target level of internationalization and 

ensures the needed processes for that, it requires constant and continuous improvements. 

However, the political context in Russia and its dramatic impact on national universities 

wiped out the majority of achievements of Russian higher education institutions in the area of 

internationalization. From this perspective, the present research captures the development of 

the international dimension in a regional Russian university before the Russian invasion in 

Ukraine, and at the moment of the submission it represents a historical memory of Project 5-

100. However, the study also has practical benefits from a different point of view and could 

be useful for a range of universities outside Russia according to the following perspectives. 

Firstly, this research illustrated that responding to the same external driver and receiving 
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funding from Project 5-100 within the university on a competitive basis, various academic 

units managed to implement different strategies of internationalization and successfully 

develop their international positioning. Although there was already a centralized university 

strategy, in the middle of Project 5-100 each academic unit adapted it to its features. The 

framework of positioning theory allowed me to follow the evolution of positioning over time 

and deepen the understanding of applicability for specific strategies of internationalization. 

Secondly, the study illustrated what a university can expect when it has been 

experiencing a rapid internationalization in almost all directions: modification of degree 

programs, hosting international students, establishing foreign partnerships, inviting 

international professors, creating services, developing internationally recognized research and 

publications. The practical recommendations also suggested solutions for the existing gaps 

which can also be adapted to other universities experiencing similar processes. 

Thirdly, the study also showed how a historically regional university changed its 

mission and global positioning. I demonstrated how the development of international 

positioning also helped UrFU in strengthening its national visibility and visible positions, and 

allowed academic units to obtain the unique positioning within the university. 

As the research findings cannot be generalized, the empirical conclusions could be 

used by other universities by adapting and refining them to their own context. Thus, the 

inclusion of more higher education institutions and academic units into the scope of future 

research will widen the conclusions and understanding of the research subject.  

Moreover, the process of carrying out the present research proved to be valuable for 

the study participants since research in internationalization of higher education lays at the 

crossroads of theory and practice. The study participants noted that participation in the 

interviews let them reformulate familiar questions and even find solutions to some of them 

during the dialogue with other participants in the group meetings. The interviewees usually 

ended our conversation with thoughts on how valuable it was to have a space where they 
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could reflect on aspects of international development which they found important. During the 

meetings, the participants also became acquainted with the diversified experience of their 

colleagues, compared it and analyzed how it could be implemented into their regular 

activities. I hope that these exchanges and debates could one day benefit the development of 

internationalization in UrFU once again. 
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9 My Personal Journey 

9.1 My Own Transformation 

There are life-changing experiences that happen once in a lifetime and it is hard to 

understand what these experiences have brought until they come to an end. My PhD studies 

have become one of these experiences. 

I started the program with the ambition to immerse myself deeply into the 

internationalization of higher education and learn from the experts in the field. My 

acquaintance with CHEI started with the inspiring research seminars that were held in an 

open atmosphere with professionals from all over the world. I came to the first seminar with 

confidence in my research idea — studying the internationalization process of Russian 

universities taking part in Project 5-100. I then moved to rethinking my topic and fighting 

with doubts. Initially, I was interested in comparing case studies of various universities 

participating in Project 5-100. Later, I realized that studying several universities would not 

allow me to carry out research at the level of depth that was required to answer my questions. 

I narrowed the scope of my study once and modified the research questions four times until I 

finalized the research design. This was an extremely useful lesson on focusing and 

communicating my ideas.   

The PhD journey also happened to affect all other areas of my life. It was a 

challenging task to balance family, work, research, and my social life. Six years is also a 

significant period of time. During this time, my position at UrFU changed and I became a 

mother. I then moved to the UK with my family and terminated the contract with Ural 

Federal University. I had to reconsider how to balance these dimensions several times. After 

completing the studies, I even got a feeling that the PhD program was an invariant of my life 

during this distance of time. I felt that my thesis was a shining torch and had to bring it to the 

finishing line of my PhD studies, while combining all other areas of my life that required my 

attention. I can now say that the PhD studies has developed my self-organization skills. 
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From a professional perspective, the PhD program has broadened my personal view 

on higher education, as a whole, and its international dimension, in particular. It allowed me 

to see the diversity of the ways higher education institutions follow to internationalize across 

the world, and to see more clearly the position of UrFU in the global context. Studying other 

academic units in the university also helped me to realize that a variety of strategies of 

internationalization could be implemented in various units of the same institution. Both 

communication with the CHEI community and my research led me to realize that one ideal 

strategy for internationalization does not exist, but that there are many roads to success. The 

research also illustrated how institutions may adapt to given circumstances and choose the 

most suitable path. In addition, my study convinced me that building international services, to 

which I have dedicated my professional time during the years in UrFU, is absolutely 

fundamental, regardless of whichever strategy a university or an academic unit chooses. I 

now feel more confident as a higher education manager and researcher after I have developed 

extensive knowledge in this field.  

I also feel that I have acquired stronger analytical skills through the thematic analysis 

of interviews. During some of the meetings, I thought that I was not able to shift a 

conversation towards the needed direction. However, when I began the analysis, I found that 

the range of voices formed coherent stories, and elaborating a structure from the data was a 

valuable experience. 

The PhD studies also became a unique opportunity for me to get acquainted with the 

cases of other academic units in my institutions and learn their activities better. Holding 

personal and group interviews with the colleagues was a happy time, especially when we 

created the space where the study participants could share their reflections on the process of 

internationalization. I used to conduct personal interviews during my job experience in a 

think- tank and focus groups with students during my work at UrFU, but this was my first 

experience of facilitating group interviews with academics. It was inspiring to hear that our 



372 

 

meetings were useful and brought insight to the interviewees too. I am completing the studies 

with the bitter feeling that so many developments in the area of UrFU internationalization, 

implemented by my colleagues and myself, have been nullified. I am also finishing the PhD 

program with the hope that one day UrFU capacity in the field of internationalization, 

accumulated by the university during Project 5-100, will be in demand again. 

9.2 Reflections on Positioning Theory 

The decision to adopt positioning theory helped me to complete the missing piece of 

my research design puzzle. Upon finalizing the analysis, I realized that the application of 

positioning theory had allowed me to see things from a different lens and had expanded my 

understanding of the process of internationalization in UrFU and its academic units. 

However, at the beginning, the use of positioning theory seemed to me rather artificial. I had 

already elaborated the first version of the research design when it became clear that an 

essential component was missing from the analysis, and it had not received the proper focus.  

My research supervisor suggested using positioning theory since the very goal of 

Project 5-100 was to develop the positioning of universities. I started to read the literature 

about positioning theory and realized that there were a vast number of options as to how this 

theory could be applied to the same context that had made the search for the necessary lens 

quite complex. The key idea was to study positioning at the level of university and academic 

units; however, I believed that the case study could not be complete without the individual 

voices of university employees. Finally, Zelle’s paper (2009) suggested to use positioning 

theory at various levels, and this was a turning point for my research work. The solution was 

to combine the application of positioning theory at three levels. Moreover, I used the theory 

from a two-fold perspective within the same research, and one helped to construct the answer 

to the other. 

First, I decided to investigate the development of international positioning of UrFU 

and its academic units. The analysis focused on how UrFU and the academic units self-
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positioned themselves rather than on other positionings (like positions in rankings, for 

example). The defining moment came when I realized that the Strategic Plans of the 

academic units performed as builders of their storylines. Second, I studied the repositioning 

of internationalization from the perspective of academic units: it was extremely interesting to 

discover how the individual voices of the study participants formed the positioning of 

internationalization for an academic unit and how it was repositioned over time. 

During the study two unexpected outcomes emerged which I included in the text of 

the present thesis as well. Due to the application of positioning theory, I found that the study 

participants in specific academic units detached themselves from the university 

administrators. They used the pronoun we to refer to the academic unit and almost always 

used they when reflecting about the university services. Such a detachment more or less 

existed in all the studied units, but was especially strongly implied in INSM. This outcome 

helped me to review the analysis of rationales and understand why study participants in all 

academic units provided similar balances of rationales which were instead rather different 

from the ones provided by the university staff. 

Another implication was the understanding that study participants in UrIH were so 

frustrated with the red tape and university services because they positioned the latter as the 

order of things that they could not influence. Academics did not demonstrate such frustration 

when they talked about the areas for improvement that they positioned as their areas of 

control, such as development of curriculum. The situation was different in GSEM where 

faculty members were also often unsatisfied with international services at the university level, 

but were proactive because there had their own GSEM’s services where they could obtain the 

necessary support. Thus, the GSEM’s study participants positioned international services as 

an aspect under their area of influence within the academic unit. From this point of view, 

positioning theory helped me to find a solution to put forward to UrIH. 
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During the analysis within the framework of positioning theory, I had a feeling that I 

had a unique instrument in my hands that I could turn to different sides and apply to the same 

context and data. I believe that positioning theory is extremely useful for the purposes of 

higher education research and the use of this theory will increase the number of studies and 

its possible applications over time.  
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Davies, B., & Harré, R. (1990). Positioning: The discursive production of selves. Journal for 

the Theory of Social Behaviour, 20(1), 43–63. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-

5914.1990.tb00174.x 

de Magalhães Castro, M. H. (2015). Higher education policies in Brazil: A case of failure in 

market regulation. In S. Schwartzman, R. Pinheiro, & P. Pillay (Eds.), Higher 

education in the BRICS countries: Investigating the pact between higher education 

and society (pp. 271–289). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-94-017-9570-8_14 

de Meyer, A. (2012). Reflections on the globalization of management education. Journal of 

Management Development, 31(4), 336–345. 

https://doi.org/10.1108/02621711211218988 

de Wit, H. (2002). Internationalization of higher education in the United States of America 

and Europe: A historical, comparative, and conceptual analysis. Praeger. 

de Wit, H. (2009a). Benchmarking the internationalisation strategies of European and Latin 

American institutions of higher education. In H. de Wit (Ed.), Measuring success in 

the internationalisation of higher education (EAIE Occasional Paper 22 ed., pp. 125–

135). European Association for International Education. Retrieved June 9, 2022, from 

https://www.eaie.org/our-resources/library/publication/Occasional-Paper/occasional-

paper-22.html  



382 

 

de Wit, H. (2009b). Measuring success in the internationalisation of higher education: an 

introduction. In H. de Wit (Ed.), Measuring success in the internationalisation of 

higher education (EAIE Occasional Paper 22ed., pp. 1–8). European Association for 

International Education. Retrieved June 9, 2022, from https://www.eaie.org/our-

resources/library/publication/Occasional-Paper/occasional-paper-22.html 

de Wit, H. (2010, December). Internationalization of higher education in Europe and its 

assessment, trends and issues. Nederlands-Vlaamse Accreditatieorganisatie. 

https://www.eurashe.eu/library/modernising-

phe/mobility/internationalisation/WG4%20R%20Hans%20de%20Wit%20Internation

alisation_of_Higher_Education_in_Europe_DEF_december_2010.pdf 

de Wit, H. (2013). Reconsidering the concept of internationalization. International Higher 

Education, 70, 6–7. https://doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2013.70.8703 

de Wit, H. (2017). The importance of internationalization at home: In a time of political 

tensions. TH&MA Hoger Onderwijs, 5, 25–29. 

https://www.themahogeronderwijs.org/assets/Preview-bestanden/bf2b3e3976/Thma-

2017-5-The-Importance-of-Internationalization-at-Home-.pdf 

de Wit, H., Hunter, F., Howard, L., Egron-Polak, E. (2015). Internationalization of Higher 

Education. Policy department B: Structural and cohesion policies. European 

Parliament. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/540370/IPOL_STU(2015

)540370_EN.pdf 

Davis, M. (2016). Can college rankings be believed? She Ji: The Journal of Design, 

Economics, and Innovation, 2(3), 215–230. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.sheji.2016.11.002 

Deardorff, D. K., Stohl, M., Pysarchik, D., & Yun, Z. (2009). Towards effective international 

learning assessment: principles, 23 design and implementation. In H. de Wit (Ed.), 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/540370/IPOL_STU(2015)540370_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/STUD/2015/540370/IPOL_STU(2015)540370_EN.pdf


383 

 

Measuring success in the internationalisation of higher education (EAIE Occasional 

Paper 22 ed., pp. 23–38). https://www.eaie.org/our-

resources/library/publication/Occasional-Paper/occasional-paper-22.html 

Denzin, N. K. (1970). The research act: a theoretical introduction to sociological methods 

(1st ed.). Aldine Publishing Company. 

Diamond, N., & Graham, H. D. (2000). How should we rate research universities? Change: 

The Magazine of Higher Learning, 32(4), 20–33. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00091380009601745 

Dill, D. D., & Soo, M. (2005). Academic quality, league tables, and public policy: A cross-

national analysis of university ranking systems. Higher Education, 49, 495–533. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10734-004-1746-8 

Donetskaya, S. (2014). Анализ конкурентоспособности российских университетов в 

мировых рейтингах [Analysis of the competitiveness of Russian universities in 

world rankings]. Высшее Образование в России [Higher Education in Russia], 1, 

20–31. https://vovr.elpub.ru/jour/article/view/538/459 

Dopson, S., & Fitzgerald, L. (2005). The active role of context. In S. Dopson & L. Fitzgerald 

(Eds.), Knowledge to action? – Evidence-based health care in context (pp. 79–103). 

Oxford University Press. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199259014.001.0001 

Dörnyei, Z. (2007). Research methods in applied linguistics: Quantitative, qualitative, and 

mixed methodologies (1st ed.). Oxford University Press. 

Downing, K. (2017). Preface. In K. Downing & F. A. Ganotice Jr. (Eds.), World university 

rankings and the future of higher education (pp. xix-xxix). Information Science 

Reference. https://doi.org/ 10.4018/978-1-5225-0819-9 



384 

 

Drnevich, P. L., Armstrong, C. E., Crook, T. A., & Crook, T. R. (2011). Do research and 

education matter to business school rankings? International Journal of Management 

in Education, 5(2/3), 169–187. https://doi.org/10.1504/ijmie.2011.039483 

Eccles, C. (2002). The use of university rankings in the United Kingdom. Higher Education 

in Europe, 27(4), 423–432. https://doi.org/10.1080/0379772022000071904 

Edwards, R., & Holland, J. (2013). What is qualitative interviewing? Bloomsbury Academic. 

https://eprints.ncrm.ac.uk/id/eprint/3276/1/complete_proofs.pdf 

EFMD Global. (2022, May 24). EQUIS Institutional Accreditation system. 

https://www.efmdglobal.org/accreditations/business-schools/equis/ 

Eisner, E. W. (1991). The enlightened eye: Qualitative inquiry and the enhancement of 

educational practice. Macmillan. 

Ellingboe, B. J. (1998). Reforming the higher education curriculum: Internationalizing the 

campus. In J. A. Mestenhauser & B. J. Ellingboe (Eds.), Divisional strategies to 

internationalize a campus portrait: results, resistance, and recommendations from a 

case study at a U.S. university (pp. 198–228). American Council on Education and 

Oryx Press. 

Engberg, D. E., & Green, M. (2002, January). Promising practices: Spotlighting excellence in 

comprehensive internationalization (No. 309470). American Council on Education. 

https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED475088.pdf 

Expert Group on Assessment of University-Based Education. (2010, February). Assessing 

Europe’s university-based research (EUR 24187 EN). European Commission. 

https://doi.org/10.2777/80193 

Fallon, D. (2008). Germany’s “Excellence initiative.” International Higher Education, 52, 

16–18. https://doi.org/10.6017/ihe.2008.52.8036 

Farashahi, M., & Tajeddin, M. (2018). Effectiveness of teaching methods in business 

education: A comparison study on the learning outcomes of lectures, case studies and 



385 

 

simulations. The International Journal of Management Education, 16(1), 131–142. 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ijme.2018.01.003 

Fassett, K. T., & McCormick, A. C. (2021). Teaching and learning in university rankings: a 

critical review and reassessment. In E. Hazelkorn & G. Mihut (Eds.), Research 

handbook on university rankings: Theory, methodology, influence and impact (pp. 

329–339). Edward Elgar Publishing. https://doi.org/10.4337/9781788974981.00035 

Filonovich, S., Tatarchenko, L., Ruzhanskaya, L., & Pliner, L. (2018). Management and 

leadership development needs: The case of Russia. In D. Purg, A. B. Lalić, & J. A. 

Pope (Eds.), Business and society: Making management education relevant for the 

21st century (1st ed., pp. 159–176). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-

78855-5_9 

Fischer, M., & Kampkötter, P. (2017). Effects of German universities’ excellence initiative 

on ability sorting of students and perceptions of educational quality. Journal of 

Institutional and Theoretical Economics, 173(4), 662–687. 

https://doi.org/10.1628/093245617X14816371560173 

Fischer, W. A., & von Zedtwitz, M. (2004). Chinese R&D: naissance, renaissance, or 

mirage? R&D Management, 34(4), 349–365. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-

9310.2004.00346.x 

Froumin, I., & Lisyutkin, M. (2018). State and world-class universities: Seeking a balance 

between international competitiveness, local and national relevance. In Y. Wu, Q. 

Wang, & N. C. Liu (Eds.), World-class universities: towards a global common good 

and seeking national and institutional contributions (Vol. 42, pp. 243–260). Brill. 

https://doi.org/10.1163/9789004389632_013 

Froumin, I., & Povalko A. (2014). Lessons from the national excellence initiatives in Russia. 

Higher Education in Russia and Beyond, 1, 8-9. 

https://herb.hse.ru/data/2014/05/30/1325398755/1HERB_01_Spring.pdf#page=8 



386 

 

Galazhinsky, E., & Prozumentova G. (2014). Change management in the context of 

transformation of classical university. Higher Education in Russia and Beyond, 1, 20-

22. https://herb.hse.ru/data/2014/05/30/1325398755/1HERB_01_Spring.pdf#page=16 

Galdas, P. (2017). Revisiting bias in qualitative research: Reflections on its relationship with 

funding and impact. International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 16(1), 1–2. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1609406917748992 

Gawellek, B. & Sunder, M. (2016). The German excellence initiative and efficiency change 

among universities, 2001-2011. (Universität Leipzig Working Paper No. 142) 

https://www.econstor.eu/bitstream/10419/126581/1/846676990.pdf 

Gergen, K. J. (2019). A constructionist conversation with positioning theory. In B. A. 

Christensen (Ed.), The second cognitive revolution: A tribute to Rom Harré (pp. 73–

80). Springer. https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-26680-6_8 

Germanenko, A. (2021, March 22). Итоги научной работы университета за 2020 год 

[Research performance of UrFU in 2020] [Slides]. Ural Federal University. 

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/academic_council/docs/2021032

5_Prezentacija_US_22-03-21_-.pdf 

Gioia, D. A., & Corley, K. G. (2002). Being good versus looking good: business school 

rankings and the circean transformation from substance to image. Academy of 

Management Learning & Education, 1(1), 107–120. 

https://doi.org/10.5465/amle.2002.7373729 

Glaser, B. G. (1992). Basics of grounded theory analysis: Emergence vs. Forcing. Sociology 

Press. 

Gläser, J., & Weingart, P. (2010). Die exzellenzinitiative im internationalen kontext. In S. 

Leibfried (Ed.), Die exzellenzinitiative - zwischenbilanz und perspektiven (pp. 233-

256). Campus. https://pub.uni-bielefeld.de/record/2318526 

Goffman, E. (1974). Frame analysis. Harper. 

https://pub.uni-bielefeld.de/record/2318526


387 

 

Goffman, E. (1981). Forms of talk (conduct and communication). University of Pennsylvania 

Press. 

Government of Canada. (2014, January 15). Harper government launches comprehensive 

international education strategy. 

https://www.canada.ca/en/news/archive/2014/01/harper-government-launches-

comprehensive-international-education-strategy.html 

Government of Canada. (2019, August). Building on success: international education 

strategy (No. FR5-165/2019E-PDF). 

https://www.international.gc.ca/education/assets/pdfs/ies-sei/Building-on-Success-

International-Education-Strategy-2019-2024.pdf 

Gray, J. H., & Densten, I. L. (1998). Integrating quantitative and qualitative analysis using 

latent and manifest variables. Quality & Quantity, 32, 419–431. 

Green, M. F. (2012). Measuring and assessing internationalization. NAFSA: Association of 

International Educators. 

Green, W., & Whitsed, C. (2012). Reflections on an alternative approach to continuing 

professional learning for internationalization of the curriculum across disciplines. 

Journal of Studies in International Education, 17(2), 148–164. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1028315312463825 

Grunzweig, A. (1977). Histoire de l’Institut superieur de commerce de l’Etat a Anvers. 

Cercle des anciens etudiants de l’ISCEA. 

Gurtov, V., Pitukhin, E., & Nasadkin, M. (2013). Эффективность деятельности вузов с 

позиции трудоустройства выпускников [Effectiveness of universities performance 

from the view of alumni employment]. Higher Education in Russia [Высшее 

образование в России], 10, 19-27. 



388 

 

Hammersley, M. (1992). Deconstructing the qualitative–quantitative divide. Mixing methods: 

qualitative and quantitative research. In J. Brannen (Ed.), Mixing methods: Qualitative 

and quantitative research (pp. 39–56). Avebury. 
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Harré, R., & Moghaddam, F. M. (2003b). The self and others: Positioning individuals and 

groups in personal, political, and cultural contexts. Praeger. 
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van Langenhove, L., & Harré, R. (1999). Introducing positioning theory. In L. van 
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Appendix A 

Metrics of world university rankings 

1) QS World University Rankings by Quacquarelli Symonds 

Metric Percentage Detailed description 

Academic reputation 40 The indicator examines the teaching and research quality at the world’s 

universities and is based on expert survey. QS collates over 130,000 

expert opinions from the higher education field.   

Employer reputation  10 The indicator aims to assess how institutions prepare students for 

successful careers, and which institutions provide the most competent, 

innovative, and effective graduates. The data are gathered via the 

expert surveyю 

Faculty/student ratio  20 The indicator is based on the idea that a high number of academics per 

student reduces the teaching burden and creates a more supportive 

student experience. QS aims to assess how institutions provide 

students with meaningful access to lecturers and tutors.   

Citations per faculty  20 The indicator is a citation per faculty metric, taking the total number of 

academic citations in papers produced by a university in a five-year 

period.  

International student 

ratio & International 

faculty ratio  

5 + 5 The indicators are aimed at showing an ability to attract students and 

staff from across the world and illustrating global outlook of a 

university. 

Note. Adapted from QS World University Rankings methodology: Using rankings to start 

your university search, by Quacquarelli Symonds (2022), 

https://www.topuniversities.com/qs-world-university-rankings/methodology. In the public 

domain. 

 

2) THE World University Rankings by Times Higher Education  

Metric Percentage Detailed description 

Teaching (the learning environment) – 30%, and namely: 

Reputation survey 15 The most recent Academic Reputation Survey (run annually) that 

underpins this category was carried out between November 2020 and 

February 2021. It examined the perceived prestige of institutions in 

teaching and research. The responses were statistically representative of 

the geographical and subject mix of academics globally. The 2021 data 

are combined with the results of the 2020 survey, giving almost 22,000 

responses. 

Staff-to-student ratio 4,5 The indicator is defined as total full time equivalent (FTE) number of staff 

employed in an academic post divided by FTE number of students in all 

years and of all programmes that lead to a degree, certificate, university 

credit or other qualification. This variable is normalised after 

calculation. 
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Doctorate-to-

bachelor’s ratio 

2,25 This metric is generated by dividing the total number of doctorates 

awarded by the total number of undergraduate degrees awarded. This 

variable is normalised after calculation.  

Doctorates-awarded-

to-academic-staff 

ratio 

6 This metric is generated by dividing the total subject weighted doctorates, 

by the total subject weighted number of academic staff. This metric 

takes into account an institution’s unique subject mix, reflecting that the 

volume of doctoral awards varies by discipline. This variable is 

normalised after calculation. 

Institutional income 2,25 This metric is generated by dividing the institutional income adjusted to 

PPP, by the total number of academic staff. This variable is normalised 

after calculation. 

Research (volume, income and reputation): 30% 

Reputation survey 18 The most recent Academic Reputation Survey (run annually) that 

underpins this category was carried out between November 2020 and 

February 2021. It examined the perceived prestige of institutions in 

teaching and research. The responses were statistically representative of 

the geographical and subject mix of academics globally. The 2021 data 

are combined with the results of the 2020 survey, giving almost 22,000 

responses. 

Research income 6 Research income is scaled against academic staff numbers and adjusted 

for purchasing-power parity (PPP). This indicator is fully normalised 

to take account of each university’s distinct subject profile, reflecting 

the fact that research grants in science subjects are often bigger than 

those awarded for the highest-quality social science, arts and humanities 

research. 

Research 

productivity 

6 The indicator represents the number of publications published in the 

academic journals indexed by Elsevier’s Scopus database per scholar, 

scaled for institutional size and normalised for subject. From the 2018 

rankings, THE devised a method to give credit for papers that are 

published in subjects where a university declares no staff. 

Research influence – 30% 

Citations  The indicator is based on Elsevier data and counts journal articles, article 

reviews, conference proceedings, books and book chapters published 

over five years. The data are normalised to reflect variations in citation 

volume between different subject areas. 

International outlook (staff, students, research) – 7,5% 

Proportion of 

international students 

2,5 This metric captures the proportion of international students on campus. 

International students are those whose nationality differs from the 

country where the institution is based. The metric is calculated as the 

total FTE number of international students divided by the total FTE 

number of students. This variable is normalised after calculation 

Proportion of 

international staff 

2,5 This metric captures the proportion of international academic staff on 

campus. International staff are those whose nationality differs from the 

country where the institution is based. The metric is calculated as the 

total FTE number of international academic staff divided by the total 

FTE number of academic staff. This variable is normalised after 

calculation. 
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International 

collaboration 

2,5 The indicator calculates the proportion of a university’s total relevant 

publications that have at least one international co-author and reward 

higher volumes. This indicator is normalised to account for a 

university’s subject mix and uses the same five-year window as the 

“Citations: research influence” category. 

Knowledge transfer – 2.5% 

Knowledge transfer  The indicator examines how much research income an institution earns 

from industry (adjusted for PPP), scaled against the number of academic 

staff it employs. This variable is normalised after calculation. 

Note. Adapted from (1) World University Rankings 2022: methodology, by Times Higher 

Education (2021a), https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/world-

university-rankings-2022-methodology; (2) Methodology for overall and subject rankings for 

the Times Higher Education World University Rankings 2021,  

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/sites/default/files/breaking_news_files/the_2021_wor

ld_university_rankings_methodology_24082020final.pdf. In the public domain. 

 

3) Academic Ranking of World Universities by ShanghaiRanking Consultancy 

Metric Percentage Detailed description 

Alumni 10 The total number of the alumni of an institution winning Nobel Prizes and 

Fields Medals. Alumni are defined as those who obtain bachelor's, master's 

or doctoral degrees from the institution. Different weights are set according 

to the periods of obtaining degrees. The weight is 100% for alumni obtaining 

degrees after 2011, 90% for alumni obtaining degrees in 2001-2010, 80% for 

alumni obtaining degrees in 1991-2000, and so on, and finally 10% for 

alumni obtaining degrees in 1921-1930. If a person obtains more than one 

degree from an institution, the institution is considered once only. 

Award 20 The total number of the staff of an institution winning Nobel Prizes in Physics, 

Chemistry, Medicine and Economics and Fields Medal in Mathematics. Staff 

is defined as those who work at an institution at the time of winning the 

prize. Different weights are set according to the periods of winning the 

prizes. The weight is 100% for winners after 2011, 90% for winners in 2001-

2010, 80% for winners in 1991-2000, 70% for winners in 1981-1990, and so 

on, and finally 10% for winners in 1921-1930. If a winner is affiliated with 

more than one institution, each institution is assigned the reciprocal of the 

number of institutions. For Nobel prizes, if a prize is shared by more than one 

person, weights are set for winners according to their proportion of the prize. 

HiCi 20 The number of Highly Cited Researchers selected by Clarivate Analytics. The 

Highly Cited Researchers list issued in November 2020 was used for the 

calculation of HiCi indicator in ARWU 2021. Only the primary affiliations of 

Highly Cited Researchers are considered. 

 

 

https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
https://www.timeshighereducation.com/world-university-rankings/2022#!/page/0/length/25/sort_by/rank/sort_order/asc/cols/stats
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N&S 20 The number of papers published in Nature and Science between 2016 and 

2020. To distinguish the order of author affiliation, a weight of 100% is 

assigned for corresponding author affiliation, 50% for first author affiliation 

(second author affiliation if the first author affiliation is the same as 

corresponding author affiliation), 25% for the next author affiliation, and 

10% for other author affiliations. When there are more than one 

corresponding author addresses, we consider the first corresponding author 

address as the corresponding author address and consider other 

corresponding author addresses as first author address, second author address 

etc. following the order of the author addresses. Only publications of 'Article' 

type are considered. 

PUB 20 Total number of papers indexed in Science Citation Index-Expanded and Social 

Science Citation Index in 2020. Only publications of 'Article' type are 

considered. When calculating the total number of papers of an institution, a 

special weight of two was introduced for papers indexed in Social Science 

Citation Index. 

PCP 10 The weighted scores of the above five indicators divided by the number of full-

time equivalent academic staff give PCP scores. If the number of academic 

staff for institutions of a country cannot be obtained, the weighted scores of 

the above five indicators are used. For ARWU 2020, the numbers of full-time 

equivalent academic staff are obtained for institutions in USA, UK, Chinese 

Mainland, France, Canada, Japan, Italy, Australia, Netherlands, Sweden, 

Switzerland, Belgium, South Korea, Czechia, New Zealand, Saudi Arabia, 

Spain, Austria, Norway, Poland, Israel etc. 

Note. Adapted from Academic Ranking of World Universities Methodology 2020, by 

ShanghaiRanking Consultancy (2020), 

https://www.shanghairanking.com/methodology/arwu/2020. In the public domain. 
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Appendix B  

Internationalization Rationale Prioritization Exercise (Lewis, 2014, pp. 2-3) 

Below are four statements developed to act as proxies for common rationales for 

institutional internationalization. Please distribute 20 points across these four statements to 

reflect the priority placed by your institution on each of them: 

A) According to the current balance of rationales at UrFU 

B) According to the desired balance of rationales at UrFU 

For example, if one statement perfectly matches the institution’s rationale and the others 

carry no weight at all, you might choose to allocate all 20 points to that statement and none to 

the others. On the other end of the scale, if you feel that, for your institution, each statement 

carries equal weight, you might allocate 5 points each. 

 

Table B1 

Rationales of internationalization 

Rationales of internationalization Number of points 

А) Current 

balance of 

rationales at 

UrFU 

B) Desired 

balance of 

rationales at 

UrFU 

1) Prestige rationale. My institution is concerned with 

enhancing its international profile and reputation as a 

world class institution. 

  

2) Academic rationale. My institution is concerned with 

ensuring that a global outlook permeates all areas of 

academic activity – from research to curriculum. 

  

3) Economic rationale.  My institution is concerned with 

generating significant income from international 

sources. 

  

4) Social rationale. My institution is concerned with 

equipping all its students and staff (and the institution 

itself) to make an effective and informed contribution in 

a world where borderless careers and cross-cultural 

interaction are the norm. 

  

Note. Adapted from Internationalization Rationale Prioritization Exercise, by V. F. B. Lewis, 

2014 (https://www.vickylewisconsulting.co.uk/resources-and-publications.php). In the public 

domain.  

https://www.vickylewisconsulting.co.uk/resources-and-publications.php
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Appendix C 

List of Interviews 

№ Interviewee(s) Interview type Interview format 

Ural Federal University 

1 Vice-Rector Personal interview Onsite  

2 Vice-Rector Personal interview Onsite  

3 Vice-Rector Personal interview Onsite  

4 Head of international office  Personal interview Onsite  

5 Head of international office  Personal interview Onsite  

6 Head of international office Personal interview Onsite  

7 Head of international office  Personal interview Onsite  

8 Head of international office  Personal interview Onsite  

9 Head of international office Personal interview Onsite  

Ural Institute of Humanities 

10 Director Personal interview Onsite 

11 7 domestic faculty members Group interview Onsite 

12 4 heads of international projects Group interview Online via Zoom  

13 4 foreign faculty members 

(3 full-time + 1 part-time) 

Group interview Online via Zoom 

Institute of Natural Sciences and Mathematics 

14 Director Personal interview Onsite  

15 4 heads of international projects Group interview Online via Zoom  

16 5 domestic faculty members Group interview Online via Zoom  

17 2 foreign faculty members  

(1 full-time and 1 part-time) 

Group interview Online via Zoom  

Graduate School of Economics and Management 

18 Director Personal interview Online via Zoom  

19 Deputy Director for Development Personal interview Online via Zoom  

20 Head of International Affairs 

Office 

Personal interview Online via Zoom  

21 3 heads of international projects Group interview Online via Zoom  

22 6 domestic faculty members Group interview Online via Zoom  

23 4 foreign faculty members  

(3 full-time and 1 part-time) 

Group interview Online via Zoom  

 

The onsite interviews were held before the COVID-10 Pandemic, the online 

interviews were conducted after it.  
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Appendix D 

Sample and Interview Guides 

Senior Management: Vice Rectors and Directors of Academic Units 

 

Table D1  

Sample of Vice-Rectors (VR) 

№ Name in thesis 

1 VR-1 

2 VR-2 

3 VR-3 

 

Table D2 

Interview Plan 

1. Rationales 
 

What are the key rationales of internationalization in UrFU? In your academic unit (for 

directors of academic units)?  

Why, in your opinion, are these rationales worth the greatest number of points? 

Have you noticed whether the value of any rationales has changed during the previous 

years? 
 

2. Strategy 
 

In your opinion, what does the concept of internationalization mean for your area of 

responsibility/academic unit? 

What external and internal factors influence the strategy of the university/academic unit? 

What are the priorities as regards internationalization within your area of 

responsibility/academic unit?  

Has participation in Project 5-100 influenced the strategy? If so, in what way? 

What documents determine decisions in the area of internationalization?  

How is the process of approving strategic decisions in internationalization achieved in the 

university/academic unit? 
 

3. Services 
 

How have international services under your supervision changed since 2013? 

How is performance of international services under your supervision been assessed? 

Do you feel that any specific improvements could be introduced in order to develop 

international services? 
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Administrative Staff in the University/Academic Units 

 

Table D3  

Sample of Heads of International Offices (HIO) 

№ Name in thesis 

1 HIO-1 

2 HIO-2 

3 HIO-3 

4 HIO-4 

5 HIO-5  

6 HIO-6 

 

Table D4 

Interview Plan 

1. Rationales 
 

What are the key rationales of internationalization in UrFU? In your academic unit (for 

directors of academic units)?  

Why, in your opinion, are these rationales worth the greatest number of points? 

Have you noticed whether the value of any rationales has changed during the previous 

years? 
 

2. Strategy 
 

In your opinion, what does the concept of internationalization mean for the university? 

What are the strategic development priorities in your area of responsibility?  

What actions have been undertaken in order to implement the strategy?  

How is the process of approving strategic decisions achieved in your area of responsibility? 
 

3. Services 
 

How have the international services of your center been changed since 2013? 

Do you feel that any specific improvements could be introduced in order to develop the 

quality of the services in your center? 

How is the quality of administrative support in your center assessed?  

How are services in your area of responsibility organized at the level of academic 

unit/university? How is communication between your office and people in charge in the 

academic units/university managed?  

Has your office received funding from Project 5-100? How do you estimate its role for the 

development of the services in your office? 
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Project Leaders 

 

Table D5  

Sample of Project Leaders (PL): Leaders of International Research Projects/Laboratories, 

Heads of Internationally Oriented Degree Programs 

№ Name in thesis Academic Unit 

1 PL-1, … PL-5 UrIH 

2 PL-6, … PL-10 INSM 

3 PL-11, … PL-16 GSEM 

 

Table D6 

Interview Plan 

1. Rationales 
 

What are the key rationales of internationalization in UrFU? In your academic unit? 

Why, in your opinion, are these rationales worth the greatest number of points? 

Have you noticed whether the value of any rationales has changed during the previous 

years? 
 

2. Strategy 
 

In your opinion, what does the concept of internationalization mean for your project? For 

your academic unit? 

What are the strategic development priorities in your area of responsibility in terms of 

internationalization?  

What actions have been undertaken in order to implement the strategy?  

Has your project received funding from Project 5-100? How do you estimate its role for the 

development of your project? Of academic unit and university as a whole? 
 

3. Services 
 

How are international services for your project organized? To which extent are the 

university and the academic unit involved? 

Do you feel that you have the required level of support in order to maintain the 

international activities of your project? 

Do you feel that any specific improvements could be introduced in order to develop the 

quality of the services for international students and international faculty members? For 

domestic students and domestic faculty members? Any other types of international 

services? 
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Domestic and International Faculty Members 

 

Table D7  

Sample of Domestic Faculty Members (DF) and International Faculty Members (IF) 

№ Name in thesis Academic Unit 

1 DF-1, … DF-7 UrIH 

2 DF-8, … DF-12 INSM 

3 DF-13, … DF-18 GSEM 

4 IF-1, … IF-4 UrIH 

5 IF-5, IF-6 INSM 

6 IF 7, … IF-10 GSEM 

 

Table D8 

Interview Plan 

1. Rationales 
 

What are the key rationales of internationalization in UrFU? In your academic unit? 

Why, in your opinion, are these rationales worth the greatest number of points? 

Have you noticed whether the value of any rationales has changed during the previous 

years? 
 

2. Strategy 
 

In your opinion, what does the concept of internationalization mean for your academic 

unit? Based on what actions have you developed such an understanding of 

internationalization? 

Have you received funding from Project 5-100? How do you estimate its role for 

development of the academic unit and university as a whole? 
 

3. Services 
 

How are international services in your academic department/research unit organized? To 

which extent are the university and the academic unit involved? 

Do you feel that you have the required level of support? (for international academics) 

Do you feel that you have the required level of support in order to maintain international 

activities? (for domestic academics) 

Do you feel that any specific improvements could be introduced in order to develop the 

quality of international services? 
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Appendix E 

Informed Consent  

Research on the Impact of the Excellence Initiative Project 5-100 on the 

Internationalization of Ural Federal University and its three Academic Units 

Researcher and affiliated institution: Liudmila Pliner, PhD student of Università 

Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, liudmila.pliner@gmail.com 

Short description: The research aims to understand in what way has participation in 

the Russian Excellence Initiative Project 5-100 had an impact on the internationalization of 

Ural Federal University and its three academic units. The study includes documentary analysis 

and collection of formal data, as well as interviews with leadership, faculty and administrative 

staff. The research aims to identify the rationales and strategies of internationalization for the 

studied university and its three academic units, as well as the impact the excellence initiative 

had on internationalization at Ural Federal University and its three academic units. 

 Participation in the research includes: An audio-recorded 45-90 min. interview 

which will be later transcribed. 

Voluntary participation: Participation is voluntary, and you may withdraw from the 

project at any time, without having to provide any reason. 

Confidentiality and anonymity: Your confidentiality is ensured during all data 

collection processes. No personal information will be disclosed to individuals outside the 

project’s research team. Your information will only be published in anonymized form. 

Further use of the data: Your data will be used exclusively by researchers and for 

scientific purposes.  

CONSENT 

I hereby confirm with my signature that my questions have been satisfactorily 

answered, that I have read, understood, and agreed to the terms of this consent, and I voluntarily 

participate in this research. 

 

Participant’s name and surname: 

Place, data, signature: 



428 

 

Appendix F 

Key Actions According to the Competitiveness Enhancement Program (2013) 

 
Note. Adapted from UrFU’s Competitiveness Enhancement Program, 2013 

(https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/competition/Programma_povyshenija_konkurentosposobnosti_UrFU.pdf). In the public domain.  

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/competition/Programma_povyshenija_konkurentosposobnosti_UrFU.pdf
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Appendix G 

UrFU Organigram  

 

Note. Adapted from UrFU website, September 27, 2021 (https://urfu.ru/external/structure/bb9f2e06-c4ee-4e4c-a9a2-12de5e453f06). In the 

public domain.  

https://urfu.ru/external/structure/bb9f2e06-c4ee-4e4c-a9a2-12de5e453f06
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Appendix H 

Key performance indicators of UrFU Competitiveness Enhancement Program (Ural Federal University, 2013b) 

# Indicator 
Unit of 

measure 

Forecast dynamics of the indicator 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

Major indicators          

1. Position (to an approximation of 50) in the 

world leading rankings (in the general lists and 

subject rankings) 

position 

        

1.1. QS World University Rankings position 450,0 400,0 300,0 250,0 200,0 200,0 150,0 100,0 

1.2. THE World University Rankings position — — — 400,0 400,0 350,0 300,0 250,0 

1.3. QS World University Rankings for Chemistry position      151–200 101–150 51–100 

1.4. QS World University Rankings for Physics position      151–200 101–150 51–100 

1.5. QS World University Rankings for Computer 

Science and Information Systems 

position 
     151–200 101–150 151–200 

1.6. QS World University Rankings for History position      151–200 101–150 151–200 

1.7. QS World University Rankings for Physical 

Sciences 

position 
       50,0 

2. Number of publications in Web of Science and 

SCOPUS per faculty member, avoiding 

duplication 

publicatio

ns for 3 

years 

0,5 0,7 1,2 1,8 2,6 3,3 3,4 3,4 

3 Average citations per faculty member, based 

on publications in Web of Science and 

SCOPUS, avoiding duplication  

citations 

for 5 years 
0,6 0,9 1,5 2,4 3,7 5,3 7,8 10,5 
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# Indicator 
Unit of 

measure 

Forecast dynamics of the indicator 

2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 

4 Proportion of international professors, 

teachers and researchers among number of 

faculty members, including Russian citizens 

holding international PhD diplomas 

% 0,7 2,0 4,0 7,0 10,0 12,0 14,0 15,0 

5 Proportion of international students enrolled in 

degree programs, calculated including 

students from the CIS countries 

% 3,0 4,0 6,0 8,0 10,0 12,0 14,0 16,0 

6 Average score of Unified State Examination 

among students enrolled in full-time state-

funded undergraduate studies  

score 69,0 69,4 70,3 71,3 72,2 73,1 74,0 75,0 

7 Proportion of income from extrabudgetary 

sources among total university income 
% 38,0 37,0 38,0 42,0 45,0 48,0 49,0 50,0 

Additional indicators   

1. Research and development per faculty 

member 

thousand 

rubles 
305,0 375,0 485,0 545,0 590,0 695,0 760,0 895,0 

2. Proportion of publications with international 

coauthors  
% 16,0 19,0 23,0 26,0 30,0 33,0 34,0 36,0 

3. Income from research activities for the real 

sector per faculty member 

thousand 

rubles 
130,0 165,0 240,0 275,0 300,0 335,0 360,0 400,0 

4. Proportion of international students, excluding 

students from the CIS countries  
% 1,0 1,5 2,0 3,0 4,0 5,0 6,0 8,0 

5. Proportion of master and postgraduate degree 

programs, taught in foreign languages  
% 4,0 6,0 8,0 10,0 15,0 20,0 30,0 40,0 

Note.  Data from Программа повышения конкурентоспособности Уральского федерального университета [Competitiveness Enhancement Program of Ural Federal 

University] by Ural Federal University (2013b), 

https://urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/common_files/competition/Programma_povyshenija_konkurentosposobnosti_UrFU.pdf. Translated from Russian. In the public domain.
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Appendix I 

UrFU’s Positions in International Rankings, as of September 2021  

(https://urfu.ru/en/about-the-university/urfu-in-rankings/):  

 

World institutional rankings Year of Issue Position 

QS World University Rankings  June 2021 351 

Academic Ranking of World Universities (ARWU) August 2021 701-800 

THE World University Rankings  September 2021 1001+ 

Webometrics Ranking of World Universities January 2021 912 

U.S. News Best Global Universities rankings  2021 1070 

University Ranking by Academic Performance  2020-2021 812 

World rankings by subject Year of Issue Position 

QS World University Rankings by Subject (QS by Subject): 

Engineering – Petroleum  

March 2021 51-100 

QS by Subject: Social policy & Administration  March 2021 51-100 

QS by Subject: Hospitality & Leisure Management March 2021 51-100 

QS by Subject: Archaeology March 2021 151-200 

QS by Subject: History March 2021 101-150 

QS by Subject: Philosophy March 2021 101-150 

QS by Broad Subject Area: Arts & Humanities March 2021 245 

QS by Subject: Linguistics March 2021 251-300 

QS by Broad Subject Area: Engineering & Technology March 2021 401-450 

QS by Subject: Computer Science & Information Systems March 2021 451-500 

QS by Subject: Mechanical, Aeronautical & Manufacturing 

Engineering 

March 2021 351-400 

QS by Subject: Engineering – Electrical & Electronic March 2021 401-450 

QS by Broad Subject Area: Natural Science  March 2021 396 

QS by Subject: Chemistry  March 2021 401-450 

QS by Subject: Materials Science March 2021 351-400 

QS by Subject: Mathematics March 2021 301-350 

QS by Subject: Physics & Astronomy March 2021 401-450 

https://urfu.ru/en/about-the-university/urfu-in-rankings/
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World rankings by subject Year of Issue Position 

QS by Broad Subject Area: Social Sciences & Management March 2021 334 

QS by Subject: Business & Management  March 2021 401-450 

QS by Subject: Economics & Econometrics March 2021 351-400 

THE by Subject: Arts & Humanities 2020 301-400 

THE by Subject: Business & Economics 2020 301–400 

THE by Subject: Education 2020 401+ 

THE by Subject: Physical Sciences 2020 401–500 

THE by Subject: Social Sciences 2020 601+ 

THE by Subject: Computer Science  2020 601+ 

THE by Subject: Engineering & Technology  2020 801–1000 

THE by Subject: Clinical and Health  2020 601+ 

THE by Subject: Life Sciences  2020 601-800 

U.S. by Subject: Materials Science 2021 356 

U.S. News Best Global Universities rankings by Subject: 

Physics  

2021 491 

U.S. News Best Global Universities rankings by Subject: 

Chemistry  

2021 508 

Regional Ranking Year of Issue Position 

ARWU National/Regional Rankings: Russia  2020 5-6 

University Ranking by Academic Perfomance: Russia  2020-21 8 

QS University Rankings: Emerging Europe and Central Asia  2021 27 

QS University Rankings BRICS  2021 84 

THE: Emerging Economies University Rankings  March 2021 201-250 

U.S. News Best Global Universities: in Europe  2020 419 

U.S. News Best Global Universities rankings:  

Best Global Universities in Russia  

2020 14 

Note. UrFU’s electronic archive was ranked first in Russia and #37 in the world according to Webometrics 

Transparent Ranking of World Universities (as of May 2021).  
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Appendix J 

Organigram of UrFU’s UrIH  

 

 

Note. Adapted from UrFU website, September 27, 2021 (https://urfu.ru/external/structure/04ce19c2-3072-4008-aac9-fb8179242987). In the public domain.
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Appendix K 

Organigram of UrFU’s INSM  

 

 

Note. Adapted from UrFU website, September 27, 2021 (https://urfu.ru/external/structure/7438f87d-8156-49d4-a8e4-c563f645395f). In the public domain.
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Appendix L 

Organigram of UrFU’s GSEM  

 

Note. Adapted from UrFU’s website, September 27, 2021 (https://urfu.ru/external/structure/9cd7f4ad-a0ad-4987-858b-84f4965b4e0a). In the public domain.
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Appendix M 

Projects of UrFU GSEM’s Initiative “Strengthening Positions in the Global Market”  

№ Project name Project description 

1 International 

accreditations 

The goal is to gain EFMD re-accreditation and AACSB accreditation 

by 2025. 

2 Development of 

bachelor and 

master’s 

double degree 

programs 

By 2020, GSEM already had six double degree programs with world 

business schools with high ranking and international accreditations: 

KEDGE Business School (France), HEC Liege (Belgium), Zagreb 

School of Economics & Management (Croatia), Solbridge (South 

Korea), Pforzheim University (Germany). The project includes the 

development of seven other double degree programs. 

3 Internationali-

zation of 

education 

A comprehensive group of actions which includes eight tasks: 

- to create an inviting system for visiting professors which adheres to 

international practice; 

- further internationalization of GSEM academic staff; 

- further increase in English-taught lectures, especially for the 

programs which are offered to exchange students; 

- increase the number of faculty members who teach in English; 

- ensure the development of learning technologies and teaching 

methods in accordance with the trends of global education; 

- develop the GSEM’s student ambassadors program; 

- ensure the commercialization of English-speaking short-term 

programs; 

- support the organization of international educational and research 

events which are open to students and faculty members. 

4 International 

administrative 

services 

Currently, administrative services are provided through a single-

window system by GSEM’s International Affairs Office. However, 

this still does not allow students and staff who do not speak Russian 

to get equal access to information and participate in a wide range of 

events held at the institute.  

The goal is to build effective bilingual services provided with sufficient 

administrative resources in the field of educational activities, 

academic exchange programs and double diplomas, organizational 

support for faculty members, career development of students and 

interaction with corporate partners, marketing and PR, working with 

alumni, fundraising, business education for students with work 

experience (MBA, executive education). 

The project includes: 

- Bilingual campus (already achieved in GSEM physically and 

digitally). All key documents are also already available in English. 

- Increasing the quality of administrative services. 

- Ensuring GSEM’s administrative staff obtain at least a B2 level of 

English. 

- Providing administrative services based on modern technical 

solutions. 

№ Project name Project description 
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5 Professional 

development of 

faculty 

members 

The project provides a comprehensive program for the development 

of the competence of GSEM’s research and teaching staff meeting 

both national and international standards. The project includes: 

- executive education 

- foreign vocational programs and internships, including mid-term 

internships in leading world research centers 

- a series of programs with the participation of leading international 

experts in the field of economics and management. 

6 System of quality 

assurance and 

learning 

outcomes 

assessment 

The project is aimed at building a quality assurance system in 

accordance with the international standards of business schools: 

- - meeting the needs of graduates aspiring to professional self-

realization; 

- - meeting the needs of employers for competent and competitive 

specialists; 

- - approval of the management system for the portfolio of 

educational programs; 

- - monitoring the quality of teaching in educational programs and 

approval of a system for applying changes to the syllabi; 

- - changing the set of methods for assessing student learning 

outcomes; 

- - introducing a system of expert observation and analysis of 

pedagogical activity. 

The system is designed to set the basic conditions of the educational 

process from revising learning outcomes, teaching methods and 

styles, to establishing relations with the education stakeholders and 

specific assessment techniques. 

7 English-taught 

PhD program 

in partnership 

with foreign 

universities 

The Institute has planned to launch an international postgraduate 

program (PhD) in English for the 2021/2022 academic year. This 

will be a unique proposal for the university since UrFU does not have 

any English-language postgraduate programs with a thesis defense 

at the level of international PhD standards. 

The goal of the project is to train professional economists to successful 

international careers. 

The program will include: 

- - doing research in GSEM laboratories and with research groups; 

- - double supervision of the leading GSEM’s researchers and 

representatives from partner universities; 

- - guaranteed research internship; 

- - publications in journals of Q1-Q2 level during the course. 

Key areas of the PhD program: applied macroeconomics, economic 

theory and institutional economics, regional and international 

economics, sustainable development, global value chains and global 

business. 

Note. Data taken and translated from Main provisions of Strategic plan of Graduate School of 

Economics and Management up to 2025, by Ural Federal University, 2020, 

(https://gsem.urfu.ru/fileadmin/user_upload/site_15921/staff/common/Osnovnye_polozhenija

_strategii_InEHU_UrFU_proekt__1_.pdf). In the public domain. 


